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 ABSTRACT 
 
Neighborhood Connection Groups: Leading Church Members into Missional 
Engagement at Northminster Presbyterian Church 
Markus Watson 
Doctor of Ministry 
School of Theology, Fuller Theological Seminary 
2014 
 
In order for Northminster Presbyterian Church (NPC) to learn to live missionally, 
church members participated in a series of Neighborhood Connection Groups (NCGs) to 
explore what characteristics of groups make for effective missional engagement. Located 
in San Diego, California, NPC started with the assumption that a missionally engaged 
group is actively involved in its neighborhood, dwells in Scripture, shares stories of 
neighborhood engagement, prays together, and remains open to discovering unanticipated 
opportunities for ministry. This three-part paper presents NPC’s missional journey. 
Part One focuses on the theological and contextual background of Northminster 
Presbyterian Church with an emphasis on the missional change process. A brief overview 
of the Neighborhood Connection Groups experiment is provided. Part Two describes the 
starting assumptions of the project as well as how the NCG experiment was structured, 
how the research was implemented, the data that was developed as a result of interviews, 
and observations taken during reflection times. Part Three reflects on what was learned. 
Specific emphasis was placed on what systems have influenced Northminster over the 
years and how the NCGs affected that influence. The kind of theology that inspired this 
experiment and how a theology of the neighborhood developed as a result of the NCGs 
are discussed along with what was learned about Northminster’s context in the 
Clairemont community. Finally, this discussion concludes with recommendations for the 
future by focusing on whether or not Northminster should continue to implement 
Neighborhood Connection Groups and, if so, how they might be modified for greater 
effectiveness. 
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Words: 250
iii 
TABLE OF CONTENTS 
 
 
INTRODUCTION  1 
 
 
PART ONE: NORTHMINSTER PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH’S ADAPTIVE  
CHALLENGE IN THE CONTEXT OF MINISTRY 
 
Chapter 1.  THE CONTEXT OF NORTHMINSTER PRESBYTERIAN  
  CHURCH AND THE ADAPTIVE CHALLENGE IT FACES 10 
 
Chapter 2.  OVERVIEW OF THE NEIGHBORHOOD CONNECTION  
 GROUPS PROJECT 26 
 
 
PART TWO: THE NEIGHBORHOOD CONNECTION GROUPS EXPERIMENT 
 
Chapter 3.  WHAT THE NEIGHBORHOOD CONNECTION GROUPS TEST 35 
 
Chapter 4. STRUCTURE OF THE NEIGHBORHOOD CONNECTION  
 GROUPS AND EXPERIMENTS 53 
 
Chapter 5.  DESCRIPTION AND ASSESMENT OF ACTIONS TAKEN AND  
  DATA DEVELOPED 70 
 
 
PART THREE: REFLECTIONS ON EXPERIMENTING WITH NEIGHBORHOOD 
CONNECTION GROUPS  
 
Chapter 6.  THE INFLUENCE OF FRAMEWORKS ON NORTHMINSTER 
 PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH 98 
 
Chapter 7.  DEVELOPING A THEOLOGY OF GOD IN THE NEIGHBORHOOD 121  
Chapter 8. LEARNING IN REGARD TO NORTHMINSTER’S CONTEXT IN 
 CLAIREMONT 140 
 
Chapter 9. RECOMMENDATIONS FOR THE FUTURE 151 
 
 
SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION  168 
 
APPENDICES 172 
 
BIBLIOGRAPHY 177 
1 
INTRODUCTION 
 
 
 The world is changing at an unprecedented rate, and that change makes leadership 
difficult. An article in Time magazine entitled “Is Technology Moving Too Fast?” 
highlights the increasing rate of the advance of technology and states that this “constant 
technological revolution makes planning difficult. . . . a society that stops planning for the 
future is likely to become a brittle society.”1 Leadership in a world of rapid change is 
difficult, because planning becomes more complex. When leaders fail to plan, churches and 
organizations can become “brittle”—static, complacent, and too accustomed to a status quo 
that no longer serves their purpose. 
 Due to this unprecedented rate of change in the world, the twenty-first century is 
not an easy time to be a leader in the Church. In the past, congregational leaders could 
succeed at ministry simply by doing the same things their predecessors did. Today, 
however, pastors and other church leaders struggle with how to do ministry effectively in 
a world that seems to be constantly changing—as opposed to the world of their 
predecessors, who lived in a society that tended to change much more slowly. Such slow 
transformation is called “continuous change” and involves a variation over time that is 
expected and understood .2 
 For example, the gradual growth of a child into an adult is continuous change. 
Though such growth may involve times of confusion and upheaval, nothing about human 
                                                 
1 Stewart Brand, “Is Technology Moving Too Fast?” Time, June 19, 2000, http://www.time.com/ 
time/magazine/article/0,9171,997268-2,00.html (accessed July 20, 2012). 
2 Alan Roxburgh and Fred Romanuk, The Missional Leader: Equipping Your Church to Reach a 
Changing World (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2006), 7. 
2 
growth is new or unexpected. Since every adult has been through this kind of 
transformation, each progressive stage of development is known and anticipated. Another 
example of continuous change is the transition of one presidential administration into the 
next. While a new president may bring novel ideas to the table, some of which may even 
be unexpected, in the United States the process of electing and transitioning to a new 
presidency remains the same. The process has been repeated dozens of times over the 
course of history in the United States.  
The Church in North America is very familiar with continuous change. The 
training of new pastors and leaders, for instance, for a long time has been based on the 
assumption of slow and steady adjustment over time. Alan Roxburgh and Fred Romanuk 
put it this way: “The churched culture of the twentieth century said to aspiring leaders, ‘If 
you want to be a pastor in this denomination you must go to Seminary X and learn skills 
Y and Z; then you will be ready. We know skills Y and Z are the right ones because they 
have worked well for us in the past and will continue to serve us into the future.’”3 This 
made it easy for denominations to equip new pastors who were competent in ministry at 
the conclusion of their seminary studies. It also gave these new pastors great confidence 
when entering a new church, because they had been trained to know virtually everything 
they needed to do in order to make the congregation successful.  
 Discontinuous change is different and involves a kind of variation that is 
completely new. It is not understood, because there is no precedent for the kind of 
variance it involves. For instance, whereas the growth from childhood to adulthood is a 
                                                 
3 Ibid., 8. 
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form of continuous change, an example of discontinuous change would be if the child 
were to lose both parents and become an orphan. This may be a disturbing example, but it 
illustrates the severity of such an unanticipated development. Such a change is completely 
new. It is unexpected, difficult to understand, and requires a response that is yet unknown. 
 Roxburgh and Romanuk state, “Discontinuous change is disruptive and 
unanticipated; it creates situations that challenge our assumptions. The skills we have 
learned aren’t helpful in this kind of change.”4 The emergence of the internet is an 
example of discontinuous change. It has required new ways of doing business. 
Traditional booksellers, for example, have had to find ways to compete with new types of 
businesses like Amazon.com. Some booksellers, like Barnes and Noble, have survived 
(though their future is far from certain). Others, like Borders, have not survived.5  
 Like the culture at large, the Church is in a time of discontinuous change. Since 
the culture is changing so rapidly, the Church no longer finds itself at the center of 
society but in an environment it does not fully understand. However, this was not always 
the case. There was a time, often referred to as “Christendom,” when Christianity was at 
the heart of the culture.6 This contemporary reality has led Alan Kreider to suggest that 
“throughout most of the West, Christendom is in a state of decrepitude if not 
decomposition. In many countries shoppers flood the malls on Sundays, while Sunday 
                                                 
4 Ibid., 7. 
5 Janet H. Cho, “Borders to Close all 399 Bookstores, Sending Book-lovers Reeling,” 
Cleveland.com, http://www.cleveland.com/business/index.ssf/2011/07/borders_to_close_all_399_ 
bookstores_sending_book-lovers_reeling.html (accessed July 16, 2012). 
6 Darrell L. Guder, ed., “Missional Church: From Sending to Being Sent,” in Missional Church: A 
Vision for the Sending of the Church in North America (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans, 1998), 5-6. 
4 
morning has become a special time for sporting events.”7 It has become difficult for 
churches to simply be able to count on Sunday mornings as a time set aside for worship. 
The Church, and especially its leaders, is forced to cope with a new social paradigm. “In 
a period of discontinuous change,” say Roxburgh and Romanuk, “leaders suddenly find 
that the skills and capacities in which they were trained are of little use in addressing a 
new situation and environment.”8 
 While discontinuous change creates a feeling of disorientation and instability, this 
is not all bad for the Church. Richard Sennet states, “Judeo-Christian culture is, at its very 
roots, about experiences of spiritual dislocation and homelessness.”9 In other words, 
God’s people have struggled repeatedly with discovering their identity and place in the 
world. Today the community of God once again finds itself struggling to discover its 
position in a society that is less hospitable to the Church than it had been. This is not 
unlike Israel’s exile in Babylon, which was a time of “spiritual dislocation and 
homelessness” for the people of God. In 587 BC, Nebuchadnezzar conquered Jerusalem, 
destroyed the temple, and took captive a portion of Israel’s citizens (2 Kings 24:10-17). 
For seventy years, the people were in exile (cf. Jeremiah 29:10). This was undoubtedly a 
period of great fear and uncertainty for the exiles. Nevertheless, “from the margins, after 
seventy years of painful theological work, came the reformation of Israel as a new, 
                                                 
7 Alan Kreider, The Change of Conversion and the Origin of Christendom (Eugene, OR: Wipf and 
Stock, 1999), 98-99. 
8 Roxburgh and Romanuk, The Missional Leader, 9. 
9 Richard Sennet, The Conscience of the Eye (New York: W. W. Norton and Company, 1990), 6.  
5 
powerful, and more transcendent spiritual nation,” asserts Roxburgh.10 Once again, the 
Church has the opportunity to emerge from this time of discontinuous change “as a new, 
powerful, and more transcendent spiritual” people. This will not be easy. One of the keys 
to this transformation will be to identify the adaptive challenges that confront the Church. 
 An adaptive challenge is a problem that emerges during a time of discontinuous 
change for which one does not yet know the solution, nor are there currently any experts 
with the knowledge to solve the problem. For these kinds of dilemmas, “no adequate 
response has yet been developed.”11 Ronald Heifetz and Marty Linsky state that these 
kinds of problems are “adaptive challenges because they require experiments, new 
discoveries, and adjustments.”12 Put simply, adaptive challenges require adaptation, the 
ability and willingness to adjust or modify oneself to changing conditions. The Church in 
North America is facing a great adaptive challenge stemming from the decline of 
Christianity as a primary influence in society. The challenge is discovering how to do 
ministry in a culture in which Christianity is no longer at the center. This is an adaptive 
challenge. It is an issue that requires adaptation in the form of “experiments, new 
discoveries, and adjustments.” Many people have ideas, but there are as of yet no experts.  
 Technical challenges, on the other hand, are problems for which one already 
knows the solution. Such challenges “are technical in the sense that we know already 
                                                 
10 Alan Roxburgh, The Sky Is Falling: Leaders Lost in Transition (Eagle, ID: ACI Publishing, 
2005), 125. 
11 Ibid., 72. 
12 Ronald A. Heifetz and Marty Linsky, Leadership on the Line: Staying Alive Through the 
Dangers of Leading (Boston: Harvard Business School Press, 2002), 13. 
6 
how to respond to them.”13 For instance, in order to make room for more parking, a 
church might rent space from an adjoining business which goes unused on the weekends. 
This is a technical solution to a technical challenge, because it is a solution that has been 
shown to work for this kind of problem in the past. It does not require a church to make 
major adjustments in its ministry or philosophy. It is a technical challenge, because the 
appropriate response is already known.  
Sometimes, however, churches apply technical solutions to adaptive challenges. A 
technical solution is not a useful response to an adaptive challenge; it is fitting only for a 
technical challenge. For instance, a church might look at its declining attendance and ask 
what it can do to attract more people. The church might decide that an upgraded organ 
will attract new members. So it purchases a new organ. This is a technical solution to an 
adaptive challenge. The church might decide that replacing traditional worship with 
contemporary worship will attract new members, so it hires a new worship leader and 
starts a guitar-driven worship band. Again, this is a technical solution to an adaptive 
challenge, because it fails to address the deeper issue of why people are actually failing to 
connect with the congregation. 
 The reality of discontinuous change and the need to identify the Church’s adaptive 
challenges calls for a new kind of leadership. Since clear solutions are not to be found, the 
Church needs leaders who understand that effective ministry requires more than coming up 
with exciting, new ideas. The Body of Christ needs leaders who recognize that the solutions 
to the adaptive challenges do not yet exist. Instead, the solutions must be discovered. 
                                                 
13 Ronald Heifetz, Leadership without Easy Answers (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
1994), 71. 
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 Missional leaders are leaders who help their congregations discover these 
solutions. However, since the solutions may not be evident, discovering them may 
require imagination on the part of the leader and the congregation. According to 
Roxburgh and Romanuk, a missional leader “cultivates an environment in which the 
people of God imagine together a new future rather than one already determined by a 
leader.”14 Nurturing such an environment involves inviting people into conversation. It 
entails helping people to listen—listen to one another, listen to their friends and 
neighbors, and listen to God. It is a place where God’s people are free to ask questions 
and dialogue with one another for the purpose of discovering where God is leading them 
in the midst of discontinuous change. Roxburgh asserts, “Missional leaders cultivate 
ways of engaging people in dialogue and discussion that brings to voice their experiences 
and locates them within God’s narrative.”15 
 Northminster Presbyterian Church is a small congregation in San Diego, 
California, that strives to be the church God is calling it to be. However, like most 
churches, Northminster is faced with the challenge of how to do that in the face of 
discontinuous change. In order to be an effective and faithful congregation, Northminster 
must discover how to live out its calling as the Body of Christ in a culture that has 
changed dramatically since the Church’s founding. 
In order to do this, Northminster Presbyterian Church has established what it calls 
“Neighborhood Connection Groups.” The Neighborhood Connection Groups project is 
intended to help the people of Northminster engage in dialogue with their neighbors, with 
                                                 
 14 Roxburgh and Romanuk, The Missional Leader, 42. 
 
15 Ibid., 69. 
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one another, and with the Scriptures for the sake of discerning to what God may be 
calling them both individually and as a congregation. It is intended to help Northminster 
Presbyterian Church discover what God is doing in the community of Clairemont and 
how Northminster might join God in God’s mission in Clairemont. 
This paper will explore and reflect on what was learned through the Neighborhood 
Connection Groups. Part One will focus on Northminster’s specific context of ministry 
and provide an overview of the Neighborhood Connection Groups project. Part Two will 
describe the purpose and structure of the Neighborhood Connection Groups project with 
an eye toward how the research was implemented and what data was developed over the 
course of the project. Part Three will reflect on the learning that resulted from the project. 
This discussion will conclude with recommendations for the future as to whether or not 
Neighborhood Connection Groups ought to be continued and how they might be modified 
for greater effectiveness.  
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
PART ONE 
NORTHMINSTER PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH’S ADAPTIVE 
CHALLENGE IN THE CONTEXT OF MINISTRY 
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CHAPTER 1 
THE CONTEXT OF NORTHMINSTER PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH 
AND THE ADAPTIVE CHALLENGE IT FACES 
 
 
 Northminster Presbyterian Church was chartered on March 21, 1954, with 123 
members.1 Located in the San Diego community of Clairemont, a community born due to 
the tremendous need for housing in the years following World War II,2 it did not take long 
for Northminster to grow into a vibrant congregation. Over the course of its life, however, 
Northminster has had its share of challenges as it has dealt with such issues as a difficult 
pastor, changing community, and declining membership. 
 Both the Clairemont community and Northminster Presbyterian Church have 
undergone much change in the sixty years of their joint existence. Northminster has had 
six pastors, some of whom served for many years while others stayed around for only a 
short while.3 Due to those leaders who have led Northminster effectively, the church has 
                                                 
1 Northminster Presbyterian Church, Northminster Presbyterian Church: Fiftieth Anniversary 
(Clairemont, CA: Northminster Presbyterian Church, 2004).  
2 Janet Miller, “Clairemont: Looking Back Over Five Decades,” Clairemont Community News, 
August, 2008, Issuu, http://issuu.com/clairemont/docs/august2008 (accessed July 23, 2012), 1. 
3 Long-time members of Northminster Presbyterian Church, interviews by author, Clairemont, 
CA, May 1, 2012. All historical information for Northminster Presbyterian Church is taken from the stories 
of these members, unless otherwise noted. 
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experienced times of energetic ministry. Overall, Northminster has struggled with the ups 
and downs of deep conflict and periods of growth and decline; yet through it all, the 
congregation has continued to move forward in its ministry to the community. 
 This chapter explores Northminster’s context and the early stages of its process of 
missional development, leading up to a description of the present-day adaptive challenge 
facing the congregation. For many years, Northminster existed in a context that changed 
very little; it was a time of continuous change. However, as Northminster neared the end 
of the twentieth century, its surrounding community transformed. The people changed, 
and the larger culture changed. As this happened, Northminster’s membership began to 
decline. Whatever Northminster was doing or not doing, it became apparent that the 
church no longer was connecting with the people in its community the way it once had 
done. As a result, the question now is whether or not Northminster will be able to 
discover a new way of being the church in this place and at this time. If it does not, the 
future existence of this congregation may be at risk. 
 
A Brief History of Northminster Presbyterian Church 
 Northminster Presbyterian Church was founded by Dr. Howard Congdon in 1954. 
Dr. Congdon served as the pastor of Northminster from 1954 to 1969. Under his 
leadership, Northminster expanded from meeting in a local duplex to a meeting hall 
(today known as Congdon Hall). This early meeting place for the congregation later 
evolved into a sanctuary built in 1965, which today still serves as Northminster’s worship 
space. Dr. Congdon established Northminster as a strong Presbyterian outpost in what 
was then the outskirts of San Diego. He has been described as very traditional in terms of 
12 
his worship leadership. Since more than a few of today’s members have been a part of 
Northminster since those early days, Dr. Congdon’s influence continues to linger. 
 Northminster is located in the San Diego community of Clairemont, just a few 
miles east of Mission Bay, Pacific Beach, and La Jolla. In the 1950s, Clairemont was a 
growing community that served to house young professionals and their families, many of 
whom were engineers and professionals at companies like General Dynamics and 
Convair.4 Due to the many young families, Clairemont was full of children.5 
Located in a community with such a large population of young families, 
Northminster had a strong focus on families. Stressing with a touch of hyperbole the 
intensity of Northminster’s commitment to families, one long-time member said that 
Northminster was “family-oriented to a fault.”6 Not that this focus on families was 
actually a “fault”; rather, this focus was an enormous emphasis of Northminster’s 
ministry at that time. During these early years, it was not unusual for the children’s 
Sunday School program to run out of space. In fact, the Sunday School classes for a time 
were forced to meet in nearby homes until the Christian Education Building (today, the 
church’s preschool) was built in 1958. 
The 1960s continued to see strong growth for Northminster Presbyterian Church. 
The sanctuary was built in 1965, seating nearly four hundred people, with two services 
each Sunday. At this time, Northminster’s growth was so strong that the church was able 
                                                 
4 Ibid. 
5 Ibid. 
6 Shirley Qua, long-time member of Northminster, interview by author, San Diego, CA, May 1, 
2012. 
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to call its first assistant pastor, Lynn Bolick, in 1963. Strong ministry was taking place 
during these years. This included ministry to children and youth, ministry to young 
families, and even a mission ministry that helped to resettle local refugees from Indonesia. 
The next decade was a different story. The 1970s started strong but ended with a 
time of much frustration and disappointment. The Reverend Marv Hiles served as the 
pastor from 1970 to 1974. He is warmly remembered by many. Rev. Hiles initiated the 
use of less formal music in Northminster’s worship. He is known for introducing guitar-
driven, folk-style music in the worship services and for casually stepping out from behind 
the pulpit while he preached. This helped the congregation begin to move away from 
some of Dr. Congdon’s formal style and contributed to active involvement of 
Northminster’s youth. 
The 1970s are remembered as a time when Northminster’s youth ministry was at 
its strongest. Dr. Victor Pence, currently the senior pastor at Peachtree Presbyterian 
Church in Atlanta, Georgia,7 was the youth pastor during this time. The relationships that 
were formed by the youth in the 1970s were incredibly strong. In fact, while few from 
that generation of youth continue to worship at Northminster, many of them are still 
friends and enjoy getting together even today.8 
While the first half of the 1970s was marked by a very positive momentum and 
ministry, the latter half of this decade was described by one church member as a “dark 
                                                 
7 Peachtree, “Pastors,” http://www.peachtreepres.org/ChurchLeadershipPastors.aspx (accessed 
July 16, 2012). 
8 Bob Niderost, long-time member of Northminster, interview by author, Clairemont, CA, May 1, 
2012. 
14 
time” for Northminster.9 The Reverend Jim Ollis was the pastor of Northminster from 1975 
to 1978. He is remembered for being very distant both relationally and in terms of his 
leadership. During this time, many members left Northminster and the congregation even 
tried to have him removed from his position due to his pastoral ineffectiveness. When Rev. 
Ollis eventually resigned in 1978, Northminster was in need of great healing as a result of 
the wounds left by these three years of struggle. 
In 1979, the Reverend John Boller became the pastor of Northminster 
Presbyterian Church and continued until 2003. Rev. Boller has been described as exactly 
the person Northminster needed at that time. He was kind, compassionate, and pastorally 
involved with many in the congregation. Following the difficulty of the late 1970s, Rev. 
Boller brought a very healing presence for those who felt wounded. He helped to unify 
Northminster, after what had been a very hurtful and divisive time. 
 The 1980s and 1990s seem to have been lacking in terms of growing ministry. 
While there were no major struggles, it also seems there were no great successes. 
Northminster continued to decline in attendance and membership throughout the 1980s, 
1990s, and 2000s.10 A major contributor to this decline was the changing context of 
Northminster’s location, the community of Clairemont. 
In the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s, Clairemont reflected the dominant Christendom 
culture of the time. However, no longer do people attend or even visit Northminster, 
simply because they have a Presbyterian background. In fact, many people do not have a 
Christian or even a Western background. While the neighborhood has changed ethnically 
                                                 
9 Alice Niderost, long-time member of Northminster, interview by author, San Diego, CA, May 1, 
2012. 
10 Ida Smith-Williams, Northminster PC 1983-2010 (Louisville: PCUSA, 1983-2010).  
15 
and socioeconomically, Northminster’s membership has not kept pace with the 
neighborhood. As a result, the membership of Northminster has been in a state of 
consistent decline and cultural dissonance since the early 1980s.11 
 
The Community of Clairemont 
 
 The community of Clairemont has played an important role in shaping 
Northminster’s current identity. Consequently, in order to understand the nature of 
Northminster’s challenge one must understand Northminster’s context. Conceptualizing 
how the congregation must adapt requires intimate knowledge of how Northminster’s 
context has changed over the course of the church’s existence. 
Clairemont, a suburb of San Diego, California, was founded in 1950 by Lou 
Burgener and Carlos Tavares and is named for his wife, Claire Tavares.12 Clairemont was 
“one of the first post World War II [sic] suburban developments built in the 1950s and 
1960s.”13 It was designed not with the traditional grid system but with mildly curving 
streets that flow with the contours of the hills and canyons.14 In those early days, most 
husbands went to work, wives stayed home with the children, families owned only one 
car, and most of today’s streets in Clairemont were still dirt roads.15 Long-time residents 
                                                 
11 Ibid. 
12 Lucinda Eddy, “A Village within a City,” The Journal of San Diego History: San Diego 
Historical Society Quarterly 41, no.3 (Summer 1995), San Diego History Center, http://www.sandiego 
history.org/journal/95summer/chapter20.htm (accessed July 16, 2012). 
13 San Diego Source: Daily Transcript, “Clairemont Mesa, http://www.sddt.com/Community/ 
cityinfo_visitor.cfm?Com_ID=11&Cat_ID=5 (accessed July 28, 2012). 
14 Eddy, “A Village within a City.” 
15 Janet Miller, “Clairemont Woman’s Club: Over 50 Years of Service to Clairemont,” Clairemont 
Community News, August 2008, Issuu, http://issuu.com/clairemont/docs/august2008 (accessed July 25, 2012), 7. 
16 
recall the baseball field that is now a McDonald’s,16 or the “store bus” that brought 
groceries to residents, because there was yet no easily accessible grocery store.17 They 
remember the days when everything east of Genessee Boulevard was nothing but open 
prairie with a few unpaved roads.18 
 There is no question that Clairemont has changed dramatically over the last fifty 
years. While a few canyons still remain untouched by development, thanks to action 
taken by local citizens in the 1970s,19 all that was once prairie now is paved and 
developed. However, the changes involve more than merely geographical development. 
Clairemont has altered in other ways as well. 
 The people of Clairemont have become more diverse. Only 75.7 percent of 
Clairemont residents speak English at home, while a full 38.5 percent speak Spanish at 
home.20 Approximately 55 percent of Clairemont’s population today is considered White; 
the next largest population by race is Hispanic at 18.3 percent, followed by Asian at 9.4 
percent.21 Socioeconomic diversity also has increased. The estimated median income in 
Clairemont is $66,494, but 13.2 percent of residents live below the poverty level.22 This 
becomes evident simply by looking around. As one drives through Clairemont’s 
                                                 
16 Ibid., 8. 
17 Ibid., 7.  
18 Ibid. 
19 Ralph Frammolino, “Council Boosts Subsidy to Buy Canyons, but Money Is Still the Problem,” 
The Los Angeles Times, May 22, 1985, http://articles.latimes.com/1985-05-22/local/me-16828_1_tecolote-
canyon (accessed July 25, 2012). 
20 City-Data.com, “92117 Zip Code Detailed Profile,” http://www.city-data.com/zips/92117.html 
(accessed July 16, 2012). 
21 Ibid.  
 
22 Ibid. 
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neighborhoods, one observes many beautiful homes with canyon or ocean views; but one 
also is struck by the small duplexes and crowded apartment buildings, in other 
neighborhoods. Indeed, Clairemont today no longer consists of the same homogeneous 
population of yesteryear. 
 
A Post-Christendom Culture 
 Not only has Northminster Presbyterian Church’s community of Clairemont 
become more diverse, but the religious temperature of the culture as a whole has changed 
dramatically. No longer is the North American context a Christendom culture. Christendom 
refers to what Darrell L. Guder says are the “centuries in which Western civilization 
considered itself formally and officially Christian.”23 Today neither North America 
generally, nor Clairemont specifically, considers “itself formally and officially Christian.” 
 Kreider states, “In Christendom everyone is a Christian.”24 As a result, in a 
Christendom culture, churches spring into being because people expect to attend church 
somewhere. Northminster Presbyterian Church was launched when Dr. Congdon went 
door to door through the streets of Clairemont informing residents when and where his 
new church would meet.25 Through such simple outreach, the church was virtually 
guaranteed to grow in attendance and membership, because those who lived nearby with 
a Presbyterian background were certain to attend. This is exactly what happened with 
Northminster, a church born of Christendom culture. 
                                                 
23 Guder, “Missional Church, 5-6. 
24 Kreider, The Change of Conversion and the Origin of Christendom, 94. 
25 The first meeting place was a duplex located at 3355-3357 Clairemont Mesa Boulevard. Some 
remember that Dr. Congdon would preach from the bathroom, because it was the only place from which 
both sides of the duplex could hear him. B. Niderost, interview. 
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Engaging a Process of Missional Development 
 
 Northminster is a church that has lost touch with its community over the last 
several decades. It has forgotten its missional calling. In order to become a more 
missionally minded church, it is critical that both the leadership and the congregation 
begin to discover their strengths, their weaknesses, and what skills and capacities need to 
be developed in order to be a church that effectively ministers to its community and 
society. The reality is that in a time of discontinuous change, no single pastor or 
congregation has all the necessary skills and capacities in order to effectively reach their 
communities. Today requires an effective process of missional development with an 
understanding and an acceptance of this reality. The goal of this process is first and 
foremost to learn. Only then is a church ready to implement new ministry initiatives. In 
Northminster’s case, the learning process began with two surveys: the Mission-Shaped 
Pastor/Leader Survey and the Mission-Shaped Church Survey. 
 
Mission-Shaped Pastor/Leader Survey 
A missional development process was initiated at Northminster in the fall of 2008 
by using the Mission-Shaped Pastor/Leader Survey (now called the Pastor/Leader 360), 
designed by Roxburgh and Romanuk.26 One of the greatest challenges in terms of 
missional development revolves around the pastor’s ability to lead missionally. If the 
pastor cannot lead missionally, there is little hope that the congregation will become a 
missionally focused church. The purpose of the Mission-Shaped Pastor/Leader Survey is 
                                                 
26 The Missional Network, “Pastor/Leader 360,” http://www.roxburghmissionalnet.com/ 
index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=72&Itemid=101 (accessed July 28, 2012). 
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to initiate thoughtful reflection and conversations around the pastor’s skills and capacities 
in regard to missional innovation.  
Having served as solo pastor of Northminster since 2007 and coordinator of a 
staff of eight (not counting the preschool teachers of the adjoining facility that the church 
houses), I was excited to embrace this phase of ministry development. The results of the 
survey provided a snapshot of my ability as pastor to lead missionally in Northminster’s 
current context. A total of twenty-five members and the staff (including me) took this 
survey. The results showed what the respondents thought about my leadership, what they 
thought my strengths were, and what they thought my weaknesses were. Upon receiving 
the results, my job was to begin to discern what skills and capacities I needed to develop 
in order to lead more effectively in this time of discontinuous change. 
 In order to discern where I needed to grow, I took part in a small group of local 
Presbyterian pastors beginning in late 2008. All had participated in the Mission-Shaped 
Pastor/Leader Survey. After the survey results were returned to us, we met monthly for one 
year to digest and discuss the results of this survey. We helped one another discern both our 
weaknesses and strengths and what would be required for our own growth in the area of 
missional leadership. These monthly meetings were facilitated by the Reverend Clark 
Cowden, executive presbyter of the Presbytery of San Diego. Through the survey and these 
meetings, certain areas of growth emerged for me: cultivating growth in the skills of church 
members for missional engagement, creating coalitions (for example, building teams for 
missional engagement), and understanding and communicating the concerns of the people 
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in our local context.27 The response to these findings involved ongoing prayer on my part, 
further study in regard to these issues both in Scripture and in books, and continued 
listening to church members and peers in order to monitor my progress. 
 
Mission-Shaped Church Survey 
The Mission-Shaped Church Survey was the second step in Northminster’s 
process of missional development. The survey is similar to the Mission-Shaped 
Pastor/Leader Survey but focuses on the congregation’s skills and capacities. A total of 
forty-seven people responded to this survey, nearly half of Northminster’s weekly 
attendance.  
This survey, like the Mission-Shaped Pastor/Leader Survey, also was processed in 
the small group of pastors with whom I met monthly. At Northminster, however, we took 
an additional step. We formed small Listening Groups in early 2009 to discuss and reflect 
on the results of the Mission-Shaped Church Survey. Listening Groups are small clusters 
of church members, gathered together to consider the results of the survey data.28 These 
groups were to meet on four consecutive Sundays, each time discussing a different 
section of the survey. Unfortunately, interest waned after the first meeting and few 
continued to participate. This was likely due to the extended nature of the commitment 
and a certain lack of clarity in terms of the purpose of the Listening Groups. 
                                                 
27 Alan Roxburgh and Fred Romanuk, Mission-Shaped Pastor/Leader Feedback Results: 
Prepared Exclusively for Markus Watson October 2008 (Vancouver, BC: Allelon, 2008). 
28 Alan Roxburgh and Mark Lau Branson, “OD791: Socio-Cultural Context and Leadership” 
(lecture, Fuller Theological Seminary, Pasadena, CA, January 2008). 
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As a result, a new format was developed for the Listening Groups. Rather than 
asking church members to commit to four sixty-minute meetings, they were asked to 
commit to only one ninety-minute meeting. In this meeting, participants were invited to 
respond to a set of questions focusing on when they have felt the church was most 
engaging to them and most engaged in the neighborhood. These questions were developed 
with input from Rev. Cowden and Mark Lau Branson.29 Each of the Listening Group 
meetings was facilitated by a church member, who then gave me a set of notes recording 
the Listening Group’s conversation. These notes were the starting point for the next step in 
Northminster’s process of missional development, the Leadership Retreats. 
 
Leadership Retreats 
In January 2010, and again in March 2010, Rev. Cowden facilitated two 
Leadership Retreats at Northminster Presbyterian Church. Elders, staff, and other leading 
members of the congregation attended these retreats. The purpose was to help these 
leaders begin to grapple with Northminster’s weaknesses and strengths as a congregation 
and to begin to discern what a main adaptive challenge might be. 
Prior to the first Leadership Retreat, Rev. Cowden and I reviewed the responses 
from the Listening Groups. These served as the starting point for the conversation in the 
Leadership Retreat. As the group reflected on the responses from the Listening Groups, 
several key themes began to surface. The strongest theme to emerge was the “alley clean-
                                                 
29 See Appendix A for Appreciative Inquiry questions used in Listening Groups. Appreciative 
Inquiry is a type of conversation that focuses on what has been best about an organization’s history as a 
way of discerning a path into the future and was employed here for the purpose of understanding 
Northminster’s strengths in order to harness them for future missional engagement. Mark Lau Branson, 
Memories, Hopes, and Conversations (Herndon, VA: Alban, 2004), 19. 
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up”—what Northminster calls the major renovation of a run-down alley bordering the 
church’s parking lot, which involved the entire congregation. The project was a highlight 
of the year for many in the congregation, because it created a sense of accomplishment 
and teamwork for church members. Other themes that emerged from the Listening Group 
responses were the growing strength of Northminster’s children and youth ministries as 
well as the start of small groups, a growing vitality in worship, and the overall 
friendliness of congregants toward one another and toward newcomers. 
While the conversation brought greater clarity to what Northminster Presbyterian 
Church’s strengths are, it became clear after the Leadership Retreat that no clear adaptive 
challenge had been named. As a result, it became necessary to hold a second Leadership 
Retreat. This second Leadership Retreat again was facilitated by Rev. Cowden. After 
spending some time reviewing the notes from the first Leadership Retreat, the group 
turned its attention to attempting to name the adaptive challenge. 
 
The Adaptive Challenge 
 As Northminster’s leadership began to engage in this process of missional 
development, one of the key concerns was to identify what they believed to be 
Northminster’s primary adaptive challenge. Unfortunately, adaptive challenges are 
difficult to identify. Recognizing an adaptive challenge requires one to look at the 
problem with a wider perspective. Heifetz and Linsky refer to this as “getting on the 
balcony.”30 This entails seeing a situation from a broader point of view. It requires 
                                                 
30 Heifetz and Linsky, Leadership on the Line, 51. 
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obtaining “perspective in the midst of the action.”31 This helps a leader to see more 
aspects of a given situation. It is a skill that involves “‘getting off the dance floor and 
going to the balcony,’ an image that captures the mental activity of stepping back in the 
midst of action and asking, ‘What’s really going on here?’”32 The ability to do this is 
critical for discerning an adaptive challenge, because it helps leaders see beyond the 
technical issues that might seem to provide an immediate solution. 
The natural tendency is to identify technical challenges while believing them to be 
adaptive in nature. Heifetz and Linsky state, “Often, organizations will try to treat 
adaptive issues as technical ones in order to diffuse them.”33 Organizations do this, 
because it is easier than wrestling with an adaptive issue. This was initially the case when 
Northminster’s leadership tried to identify an adaptive challenge. Their tendency was to 
detect technical rather than adaptive issues. 
At the March 2010 Retreat, Northminster’s leadership attempted to identify an 
adaptive challenge for the church. At first, the conversation focused on the issue of 
communication. It was suggested that internal communication was not as effective as it 
could be. Ideas were offered for how communication might be improved. Soon, however, 
the group realized that this was not an adaptive challenge but a technical problem. It was 
a technical issue, because communication-related challenges are not uncommon in 
organizations. Communication challenges have been resolved before and could quickly 
                                                 
31 Ibid. 
32 Ibid. 
33 Ibid., 59. 
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be resolved at Northminster perhaps by implementing new e-mail and phone practices, a 
better calendaring system, updating the website more frequently, and so forth. 
 After a few moments of reflective silence, one person made a statement that 
shifted not only the trajectory of this leadership retreat but also Northminster’s entire 
process of missional development. The statement was this: “I’ve realized in the last year 
that ministry has to start in my living room.” Suddenly, it became clear that this was the 
key to discovering the adaptive challenge. This was an important statement, because it 
took the conversation in a whole new direction. No longer did the conversation revolve 
around technical issues like communication (or worship style or youth ministry 
practices). Now the conversation targeted the core issue of each congregant’s ministry 
responsibility. After further discussion, the adaptive challenge was stated in this way: 
How do we help people move from a mindset that says, “Ministry starts at the church,” to 
one that says, “Ministry starts in my living room?” In a broader sense, “my living room” 
has come to connote “my life,” one’s everyday activity at home, at work, at rest, and at 
play. In other words, the group was beginning to discover that the issue at the heart of 
Northminster’s future had to do with how we help people begin to discover that ministry 
begins in the midst of their own lives and relationships and not with church programs. 
Once the adaptive challenge was named, it was handed off to the next stage of the 
process of missional development, the Missional Action Team.  
 
Missional Action Team 
 The Missional Action Team (MAT) was made up of eight people (including me), 
consisting of four men and four women. The purpose of the MAT was to develop some 
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experiments designed to respond to the adaptive challenge discerned at the Leadership 
Retreat. The MAT did this by spending time reflecting on the adaptive challenge, 
brainstorming experiments together, and implementing the experiments. 
 The MAT stage of the missional development process is essentially another phase 
of learning.34 The MAT used an outline in each meeting for the purpose of building trust 
among team members, learning together, and developing potential ministry experiments 
for missional engagement. Each meeting started with a shared meal to help create a sense 
of community, hospitality, and trust. After dining together, the team moved into the more 
formal part of the meeting. Each meeting was begun by reading Luke 10:1-12, after 
which team members shared their thoughts and reflections on the passage for the purpose 
of inviting God to speak to the group through God’s Word and to allow God’s Word to 
inform the conversation that followed. After this time in Scripture, the team read and 
discussed Introducing the Missional Church by Roxburgh and M. Scott Boren in order to 
help the group learn what it means for a church to live missionally.35 Finally, the team 
spent time reflecting on the adaptive challenge and determining what experiments they 
might attempt in order to address it. 
 While MAT members did not have any great breakthroughs, they did develop the 
seeds of what eventually came to be the basis for this project, Neighborhood Connection 
Groups. They spent time discussing the existing small group ministry. They considered 
how effective the current groups were for missional engagement. They dreamed about what 
it might look like for a small group to intentionally engage with its neighborhood. 
                                                 
34 Roxburgh and Romanuk, The Missional Leader, 187. 
35 Alan Roxburgh and M. Scott Boren, Introducing the Missional Church (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Baker, 2009), 20. 
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CHAPTER 2 
OVERVIEW OF THE NEIGHBORHOOD CONNECTION  
GROUPS PROJECT 
 
  
 Northminster Presbyterian Church initiated Neighborhood Connection Groups in 
an attempt to address Northminster’s adaptive challenge. The purpose of these groups 
was to help church members begin to intentionally engage with their community and to 
generate awareness of what God was doing in the neighborhood. The hope was that the 
Neighborhood Connection Groups would help people begin to understand that ministry 
begins in the places where they live each day. 
 
Why Neighborhood Connection Groups? 
It is not unusual for churches to assume they already know what their community 
or neighborhood needs. As a result, church leaders often take their staff and church 
boards through processes of strategic planning in order to determine what ministries to 
offer so as to continue to connect with their communities. This is a mistake. While there 
may be a place for strategic planning in organizational life, Roxburgh suggests that 
“missional communities . . . must set aside goal-setting and strategic planning as their 
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primary model.”1 Instead, what churches need to do is cultivate “an environment within 
which God’s people discern God’s directions and activities in them and for the 
communities in which they find themselves.”2 Such an environment of discernment is 
exactly what the Neighborhood Connection Groups experiment is intended to cultivate. 
There are three additional reasons why Neighborhood Connection Groups 
(NCGs) were chosen for this missional experiment. First, NCGs conflict less with 
people’s busy schedules than other kinds of church activities. Second, NCGs are based on 
a process of action and reflection, which is critical for the learning that must take place in 
order to address the adaptive challenge. Third, NCGs allow people to serve God in the 
places where they already are involved. Overall, it was hoped that the experiment would 
help congregants to see their involvement in these neighborhood groups as settings in 
which they can serve God. 
 
Neighborhood Connection Groups Work in Tandem with People’s  
Busy Schedules 
 
 People are busy. They have jobs, school, families, hobbies, and many other 
activities. This busyness can make it difficult for people to participate in opportunities to 
serve in church-related ministries. Those in church leadership often resort to begging and 
cajoling people in their churches in order to recruit volunteers. Sometimes the begging 
and cajoling works, and sometimes it does not. The issue for many, however, is not that 
they do not want to participate in the church’s ministry; rather, they simply do not have 
                                                 
1 Roxburgh, The Sky Is Falling!?! 89. 
 
2 Roxburgh and Romanuk, The Missional Leader, 16-17. 
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the time due to their many other commitments. In contrast, NGCs work with, and not 
against, people’s hectic agendas. 
 Neighborhood Connection Groups are designed in such a way that people do not 
need to give up their non-congregational commitments in order to be more involved in 
church. They can continue to bowl in the bowling league. The can keep leading the local 
Cub Scouts Pack. They can remain a faithful member of the Parent-Teacher Association. 
In fact, these very activities can serve as a person’s Neighborhood Connection Group. 
 The fact is that people are already active in their communities. Too often, 
however, churches attempt to drag people away from their community involvement in 
order to get them involved in congregational activities. Neighborhood Connection 
Groups are designed to help church members see their community involvement as an 
opportunity to become aware of what God is already at work doing in the neighborhood 
and then join God in that work. As they come together with other NCG participants to 
reflect on their neighborhood activities, new ideas for ministry are bound to emerge, 
some of which may be exactly what God is calling the church to do. 
 
People Learn Through Action, Followed by Reflection3 
 Spiritual education is a major task of churches. This is why many churches offer 
programs like Sunday School or small groups. These are gatherings where congregants 
can learn about God, Christ, the Scriptures, and how to minister to the world. The 
purpose of education in churches is not simply for the sake of passing on information; 
rather, the purpose is transformation. Michael J. Marquadt et al. write: “Critical reflection 
                                                 
3 This concept is adapted from Michael J. Marquardt et. al., Action Learning for Developing 
Leaders and Organizations (Washington, DC: American Psychological Association, 2009), 28.  
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in the context of learning is the purposeful reinterpretation, analysis, and evaluation of 
any given experience leading to a change in the learner.”4 In other words, learning that 
makes a true difference in one’s life involves experience or action followed by “critical 
reflection.” Simply stated, this is the NCG process. Thomas H. Groome puts it this way: 
“I have been convinced for some time that the ‘learning outcome’ of Christian religious 
education . . . is to engage the whole ‘being’ of people, their heads, hearts, and life-styles, 
and is to inform, form, and transform their identity and agency in the world.”5 In other 
words, the purpose of Christian education “is not simply that people know about justice, 
but that they be just, not only understand compassion but be compassionate, and so on.”6 
Neighborhood Connection Groups are designed to foster this kind of “transformative 
learning.”7 
Transformative learning takes place through a process of action and reflection. 
That is, in order for a person to be transformed in some way, the learning must involve 
more than just reading a book or discussing a topic. It entails some kind of active 
response. When the action is followed by group discussion or reflection, the learning that 
takes place is much deeper. Essentially, reflection “is the key to transformative 
learning.”8 It leads to knowledge that, as Groome puts it, broadens “our concern beyond 
                                                 
4 Ibid. 
5 Thomas H. Groome, Sharing Faith: A Comprehensive Approach to Religious Education and 
Pastoral Ministry the Way of Shared Praxis (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1991), 2. 
6 Ibid., 8. 
7 Michael J. Marquardt, Optimizing the Power of Action Learning: Solving Problems and Building 
Leaders in Real Time (Boston: Davies-Black, 2009), 81.  
8 Ibid. 
30 
simply cognition.”9 It is the kind of learning that generates people who are not only 
informed but transformed. 
 Neighborhood Connection Groups are intended to lead people into just such 
transformation. They help people discover new understandings from the action they take 
and the group reflection that follows. NCGs are designed to engage people to take 
concrete action by participating in a neighborhood activity and then also to learn from 
their participation by taking the time to reflect on their activity with the other NCG 
participants. “Experience combined with group reflection,” says Marquardt, “enables the 
group to throw a net around experiences and capture slippery but critical knowledge and 
learning.”10 By reflecting together as a group on a neighborhood activity, deeper 
discovery takes place. 
 
Serving God Everywhere 
 
 Church members can serve God anywhere. This includes their places of work, the 
neighborhoods where they live, the organizations in which they are involved, and the 
like. Not only can they serve anywhere, followers of Christ are called to serve God in 
whatever situation they find themselves. This is commonly referred to as “the priesthood 
of all believers.”11 In the New Testament, Peter says, “But you are a chosen people, a 
royal priesthood,” thereby extending the role of priest from only a few who have been 
specially ordained to all of God’s people (1 Peter 2:9). The priesthood of all believers, in 
                                                 
9 Groome, Sharing Faith, 8. 
10 Marquardt, Optimizing the Power of Action Learning, 116. 
11 The “priesthood of all believers” is a key theological principle of the Presbyterian Church 
(U.S.A.). Presbyterian Church Mission Agency, “Theology,” http://www.presbyterianmission.org/ 
ministries/101/theology/ (accessed October 11, 2013). 
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other words, is the collective task to which “every member of the body [of Christ] is 
called [and it] is to be exercised in the daily life and work of Christians in the secular 
business of the world.”12 The people of God are called to serve God everywhere. This 
belief, that people can serve God even in the neighborhood activities in which they are 
already participating, is foundational to the NCG experiment. 
 It is the intention of the NCG missional experiment to help church members 
become aware of this reality. More importantly, NCGs help raise awareness that God is 
already moving intentionally beyond the walls of the church. Finally, as church members 
grow in this awareness, NCGs can help people begin to see that God may be inviting 
them—and perhaps even the rest of the congregation—to participate with God in his 
ongoing ministry throughout the neighborhood. 
 
How Neighborhood Connection Groups Address  
the Adaptive Challenge 
 
 Northminster Presbyterian Church’s adaptive challenge revolves around helping 
people discover that ministry begins in the midst of their own lives and relationships, not 
with church programs. This is an adaptive challenge, and not a technical one, because 
there are as yet no ready answers to that question. There are no experts who can tell a 
church how to get its members to change the way they think about where ministry begins. 
The goal of the Neighborhood Connection Groups experiment is to attempt to address 
this adaptive issue. 
                                                 
12 Lesslie Newbigin, The Gospel in a Pluralist Society (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans, 
1989), 235. 
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The Neighborhood Connection Groups process is designed to address the adaptive 
challenge by beginning with where people live, work, recreate, and generally spend their 
time. In other words, if the adaptive challenge is to help people discover that ministry 
begins where they are, then the place to start with Neighborhood Connection Groups is in 
those places where they are already living their lives. A participant’s Neighborhood 
Connection Group may be an activity or a club that he or she joins for the purpose of this 
experiment, or it may be an activity to which he or she has already committed. As a 
result, the first way NCGs address the adaptive challenge is by keeping people active 
where they are already engaged. The experiment begins not with church programs but 
with the activities and relationships church members already have formed with others in 
the neighborhood. 
While the NCG process initiates with church members connecting with their 
neighborhood, it is completed with a time of group reflection. Marquardt et al. state, 
“There is no real meaningful or practical learning until action is taken and reflected on.”13 
This is why a monthly time of reflection is a key component of the NCG experiment. All 
participants come together once a month to spend time in the Scriptures, share stories of 
what they have experienced in their neighborhood activity, and pray together. The hope is 
that as they look at the Scriptures, share about the people with whom they interact, and 
consider the ways God might be at work in the midst of that neighborhood activity, the 
participants would come away from their NCG experience with an understanding that 
ministry begins where they are: in the midst of those very activities in which they are 
already involved and the relationships that they already have. 
                                                 
13 Marquardt et al., Action Learning for Developing Leaders and Organizations, 38. 
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Anticipated Learning at the Outset of this Project 
Three learning outcomes were expected at the outset of the Neighborhood 
Connection Groups project. The first expected learning had to do with Clairemont itself. 
Since all of the participants would be involved in a neighborhood activity at least once a 
month within the community of Clairemont, and since we would be intentionally talking 
to people and listening to their stories, I expected that we would discover something 
about Clairemont that perhaps we did not know before. 
Another piece of learning that I anticipated at the outset of this project focused on 
God. Since the reflection times involved dwelling in the Scriptures, it was hoped that the 
participants would learn something about God. During the reflection times, the NCG 
participants read, contemplated, and discussed Jeremiah 29:1-14, a passage in which the 
prophet Jeremiah urges the people of Israel to settle down in the city of Babylon where 
they are living in exile. It was my expectation that the participants would absorb 
something about God and the priorities of God, not only as they read and meditated on 
this passage month after month but also as they experienced God’s activity in the 
neighborhood through their personal interactions. 
Finally, it was anticipated that leaders of Northminster Presbyterian Church 
would learn about the effectiveness of this experiment in addressing the adaptive 
challenge. It was important to discover if people actually had a change of mind in regard 
to where ministry begins. It was also vital to understand how the participants felt about 
the NCG process and whether or not the experiment could be improved for future 
iterations. 
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CHAPTER 3 
WHAT THE NEIGHBORHOOD CONNECTION GROUPS TEST 
 
 
 The Neighborhood Connection Groups project is designed to test the effectiveness 
of a particular process of missional engagement. As mentioned in Chapter 2, this 
particular process—the Neighborhood Connection Groups process—was conceived to 
foster missional engagement with the neighborhood and to help people change the way 
they think about where ministry begins. It is intended to guide people towards the idea 
that ministry does not begin in the church building but where they already are living their 
lives in the neighborhood. 
The starting premise of the project is this: the kind of learning that changes the 
way people think requires a process of action and reflection. Action, in this project, refers 
to involvement in a neighborhood group or activity or even simply talking with one’s 
neighbors. Reflection is defined as taking some time to share with others about one’s 
experiences in the neighborhood as well as listening to others’ accounts of their 
neighborhood engagements. Consequently, the NCG project is based on the idea that 
transforming people’s perceptions of ministry involves not only actually engaging with 
their neighborhoods but also taking extra time to reflect on that neighborhood 
36 
engagement. This practice of action and reflection is based on an organizational process 
called “action learning.”  
Action learning, according to Marquardt et al., “has two goals: (a) to provide a 
creative, innovative, and effective solution to the problem; and (b) to promote individual, 
team, and organizational learning.”1 Northminster’s corollary to “the problem” 
mentioned by Marquardt et al. is the adaptive challenge. The NCG process of action and 
reflection ultimately is intended to lead to solutions that address the adaptive challenge. 
At the same time, the goal of the NCG process is to foster learning among the 
participants, helping them to conceptualize ministry as a response to that which is 
initiated by God within the neighborhood and not prompted by church programs. It was 
the process of action and reflection that would facilitate such a shift in thinking.  
 
Characteristics of a Missionally Engaged Group 
In this project, a missionally engaged group is understood as one that is not only 
actively involved in the neighborhood in some way but is also experiencing a growing 
awareness and understanding of how God is active in the neighborhood. Roxburgh 
emphasizes, “Discipleship emerges out of prayer, study, dialogue, and worship by a 
community learning to ask the questions of obedience as they are engaged directly in 
mission.”2 Additionally, a missionally engaged group here is defined as a gathering of 
Christ followers who are beginning to change their thinking in regard to where ministry 
begins. The group recognizes more and more that ministry begins not with congregational 
                                                 
1 Marquardt et al., Action Learning for Developing Leaders and Organizations, 7. 
2 This definition is adapted from Alan Roxburgh, The Missionary Congregation, Leadership and 
Liminality (Harrisburg, PA: Trinity, 1997), 66.  
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programs but when the local church joins God in the neighborhood. The process employed 
in this project to help people change their thinking about where ministry is the process of 
action (participation in a neighborhood activity) and reflection (thinking deeply about it 
afterwards). The NCG project, however, involves more than taking just one action and 
then reflecting on it just one time.  
 Neighborhood Connection Groups involve a cycle of reflection, leading to action, 
followed by reflection, which leads to more action. Robert J. Schreiter, in Constructing 
Local Theologies, emphasizes the importance of action and reflection in the development 
of one’s thinking about God. He writes: “Good reflection leads to action, and action is 
not completed until it has been reflected upon.”3 Schreiter’s statement summarizes a 
foundational assumption of this project: effective missional engagement, which includes 
development in one’s understanding of where ministry begins, is the result of active 
neighborhood involvement that is followed by deep reflection, which then leads to more 
action in the form of further neighborhood involvement. 
 
Action 
Action is the first major component of the Neighborhood Connection Groups 
project. In this project, action refers specifically to the participants’ practice of engaging in 
some way in the neighborhood. More specifically, the action of NCG participants involves 
participation in a neighborhood activity or group. As NCG participants engage in these 
relatively small actions, the door is opened for transformation to begin. Roxburgh states, 
“Missional transformation occurs in a series of small movements, actions, and behaviors 
                                                 
3 Robert J. Schreiter, Constructing Local Theologies (Mary Knoll, NY: Orbis, 2008), 92. 
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among God’s people.”4  These slight steps can include attending a local community 
meeting for the first time, listening to peoples’ stories in their community, and paying 
attention to what kinds of topics energize fellow community members. Neighborhood 
Connection Groups are designed to foster such “small movements, actions, and 
behaviors.” 
There are two ways participants can take part in the Neighborhood Connection 
Groups process. One way is by continuing to participate in a group or activity in which 
they are already engaged. The other way is for them to join a new neighborhood group or 
activity, hopefully one in which they have some level of interest. 
Many congregants in any church already are engaged in some kind of 
neighborhood activity. They may attend a local exercise class. They may belong to a 
scrapbooking group. They may be involved in the local chamber of commerce. Anyone 
participating in the NCG process could choose to simply continue to participate in that 
neighborhood activity. This would be considered their Neighborhood Connection Group. 
Not everyone, however, is already active in a local neighborhood program. In that 
case, they would join a group or activity in which they are not already engaged. They 
could choose to join a group to which another NCG participant already belongs or they 
could join something completely on their own. 
Prior to the start of the Neighborhood Connection Groups project, my hope had 
been that there would be three or four different neighborhood groups with about three 
people in each of the groups. My assumption was that there would be a synergy among 
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those who participated in the same neighborhood activity. In reality, this is not how 
things turned out. The missional experiment started with four people in a school-related 
group called the Madison High School Community of Schools, a local group made up of 
school principals and community members who care about local education. Two people 
chose to participate in a Zumba exercise class for their neighborhood activity. One person 
was involved in leading a faith-related club at the local high school. Another person 
chose the investment club she had been a part of for the last twenty years as her 
neighborhood activity. 
While not as balanced as it could have been (for instance, three groups, each with 
three members), that did not seem to matter. In the end, what proved significant was how 
the participants were in some way engaging intentionally in their neighborhoods. This 
neighborhood engagement was critical for the other aspect of the NCG process, namely 
the monthly time of reflection in which the members shared about their neighborhood 
engagement. 
 
Reflection 
Reflection is the second major component of the Neighborhood Connection 
Groups project. While action is critical to the process of missional engagement, as 
mentioned above, “action is not completed until it has been reflected upon.”5 Reflection 
in this project refers to sharing and listening to one another’s stories of neighborhood 
engagement. In the NCG project, each time of reflection was made up of four 
components. First, participants would begin with a time of dwelling in the Scriptures. 
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Then, the bulk of the time would be spent sharing stories, insights, and questions based 
on their experiences in the Neighborhood Connection Groups. Finally, the group would 
close with a time of prayer for the people in their neighborhood groups and any other 
concerns that may have come to light during the reflection time. The fourth component 
runs through all of these three: an openness to discovering how God is active in the 
neighborhood, perhaps even in unexpected ways. All four components are essential to the 
Neighborhood Connection Groups process. 
 
Dwelling in Scripture 
Each time of reflection would begin with a period of dwelling in Scripture. The 
purpose of this is to help participants begin to tune in to what God might want to say to 
the group that day. It also reminds the group that the stories they are about to share and 
hear are part of a larger narrative, namely the story of God and humanity as told in the 
Scriptures. In The Missional Leader, Roxburgh and Romanuk briefly describe the stages 
of dwelling in Scripture: 
1. Read the text together…. 
2. Remain in silence, asking yourself where the text caught you, where you 
stopped in the passage, and how God might be speaking to you out of this 
listening. 
3. Turn to another member of the team and briefly . . . share your response to the 
passage. 
4. In the whole group, each member speaks and the others listen.6 
 
In the Neighborhood Connection Groups reflection meetings, this process was 
slightly modified. Our time of dwelling in Scripture would begin by reading the text. 
After reading the passage, the group would take about thirty or forty seconds of silence to 
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review the text and reflect on where the text connected with them or what questions were 
raised for them personally. Then, rather than turning to one another in pairs, the group 
would come together as a whole to share how they perceived the text connected with 
their experience. 
Dwelling in Scripture accomplishes several things. First, it helps the group 
members connect with the Word of God in light of what is going on in their lives. It 
allows them to see their own lives, including their neighborhood engagement, as part of a 
larger story with a greater purpose. The objective of dwelling in Scripture is not to try to 
figure out what the text means. Rather, the purpose is to discover how the text connects 
with each person on that day and, by extension, how the text relates to the group as a 
whole. Groome says, “Every ‘text’ of meaning originated in a historical context; it 
reflects, then, a meaning that is meant for its creator and first ‘audience.’”7 This refers to 
finding out what the text means, what the text originally intended to communicate, and 
this is what groups tend to want to discover when they look at Scripture. Groome goes on 
to say, however, that Scripture “as a symbol of human meaning [the text] can have 
meaning for this ‘audience’ today that is likely not the same as for its original situation.”8  
In other words, any given passage may have a meaning for the NCG participants in light 
of their own lives that extends beyond the original meaning of the text. This is not to say 
that determining or discussing the original meaning of a text of Scripture is not important 
or helpful. However, the purpose of dwelling in Scripture is to discover what God is 
saying through the ancient words of the text to this audience in this time and in this place. 
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In this Neighborhood Connection Groups process, the participants would begin 
each time of reflection by dwelling in Jeremiah 29:1-14. This text was chosen due to its 
missional implications. In the passage, the prophet Jeremiah writes a letter to the Hebrew 
exiles in Babylon, encouraging them to “build houses and settle down,” to “marry and 
have sons and daughters,” and to “seek the peace and prosperity of the city” in which 
they were living as exiles (Jeremiah 29:5-7). In other words, Jeremiah is telling the 
people of God to get involved in their neighborhood.  
Understanding the historical context of this or any text lends to the group’s ability 
to see their own story in light of the Scripture. It is, therefore, perfectly acceptable to 
bring to the conversation questions about why the text was written, who wrote it, to 
whom it was written, and other contextual concerns. Exploring these aspects of the text, 
not only helps the group stay faithful to, as Groome put it, the “meaning that is meant for 
its creator and first ‘audience,’”9 but doing so also makes it easier for participants to 
connect their story to the story of that particular text. 
The process of dwelling in Scripture, however, is not designed to force people 
toward a particular conclusion in regard to the text. People will not necessarily think 
more missionally just because they have read a text with missional implications. Rather, 
dwelling in Scripture is designed to help people listen to one another and to God, so they 
can become more aware of this God and what He may be doing in their context.  
Finally, it should be noted that the participants dwell in the same Scripture every 
time they meet. The purpose of this is to allow the text to speak ever more deeply to each 
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of the NCG participants. Staying with the same text is the essence of dwelling in 
Scripture. In describing the practice of dwelling in Scripture, Roxburgh says, “We don’t 
move from text to text but live in this one text every time.”10 This allows the group to 
become familiar with that Scripture and invites God to speak over time in new ways 
through a single biblical passage. While studying a different text at each reflection 
meeting might give participants a broader overview of the Scriptures, dwelling in the 
same text each time allows that text to penetrate into each person’s life just a little bit 
more each time and makes it more likely for that Scripture to stay with them the next 
time they engage in their neighborhood activity.  
 
Sharing Stories of Neighborhood Engagement 
After closing the time of dwelling in Scripture with a short prayer, the group 
would move into a time of sharing, discussion, and reflection. During this period, NCG 
participants would exchange stories of what happened in their Neighborhood Connection 
Groups that month. They would talk about people they encountered, conversations in 
which they had engaged, and observations they made. At the same time, they would have 
an opportunity to listen to other participants share about the experiences they had in their 
respective neighborhood groups. 
This time of sharing would create the space needed to begin discovering what 
God might be doing in the neighborhood in various locales. It is important to share one’s 
experiences and thoughts. Through mutual openness and contemplation, each person is 
encouraged to make new observations and discover deeper insights about their 
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experiences that they might otherwise not uncover. Groome says that one learns as one 
seeks to “foster dialogue and conversation with oneself, with others, and with God.”11 
This “dialogue and conversation” occurs as group members share their experiences, and 
it is by sharing their experiences that God’s activity begins to become evident. This is a 
critical first step to ultimately discovering the mission to which God may be calling both 
group members and the congregation as a whole.  
This time of sharing also fosters mutual learning among the group members. This 
mutual learning about the neighborhood, about God, and even about one another 
cultivates a kind of intentional edification that occurs through dialogue taking place in the 
reflection meetings. “Dialogue with others,” says Groome, “is an honest sharing of one’s 
own story/vision and an empathetic listening to their word and expressions in true 
conversation.”12 Discovering what God is doing and how God might be calling the people 
of God can only be accomplished through such “honest sharing,” “empathetic listening” 
and “true conversation.” When this takes place, Groome says, it “is an event of mutual 
discovery and discernment.”13 It is a kind of coming together, not only of ideas about 
what God is up to in the neighborhood but also a joining of hearts as they converge for 
the purpose of joining God in God’s mission. 
The kind of learning cultivated in the reflection meetings is intended not only to 
bring up information and insight into how God is active within the neighborhood but also 
to help participants begin to change the way they think about where ministry begins. 
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Conversation is critical in accomplishing such a change, because “conversation is the 
single most important business process when the goal is to shift what people believe and 
how they think.”14 This is because conversation allows people to be part of the change 
process. To put it even more dramatically, “conversation is the source and soul of 
change.”15 For any kind of change to take root in a person, that person must be given the 
opportunity to process everything about that particular change. A person must be able to 
reflect on why change is necessary, what options are available, how he or she might be 
personally affected by a particular development, and other such implications related to a 
particular change. As NCG participants discuss and reflect on their experiences in their 
Neighborhood Connection Groups, and as they begin to see that God is at work in the 
neighborhood, it is hoped that they begin to understand that ministry begins not with 
church programs and initiatives but with what God is already at work doing in the places 
where people work, live, eat, and play.  
Asking thoughtful and incisive questions is a key component of effective 
reflection. Marquardt writes: “Questions will always be more powerful than statements in 
solving problems and developing concerted actions.”16 This is because asking questions 
first helps a group to better understand the challenge it is facing and, second, draws the 
group’s attention toward possible solutions. As NCG participants reflect on questions that 
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concentrate their attention on the adaptive challenge they will naturally begin to discover 
potential answers to deal with the challenge. 
Asking insightful questions is essential in dealing with any adaptive challenge. 
Since the Neighborhood Connection Groups experiment is intended to address 
Northminster’s adaptive challenge, a challenge for which there is yet no apparent 
solution, NCG participants need to be open to new ideas, new thoughts, and new 
discoveries. The power of asking questions lies in their ability to “create the space for 
something new to emerge.”17 They open the group up to new possibilities. They allow the 
group “to recognize and reorganize their knowledge.”18 By recognizing their assumptions 
about where ministry begins and reorganizing their knowledge about God, the Church, 
themselves, and their neighborhood, NCG participants can position themselves to more 
readily accept that God is calling them to join in God’s mission wherever they happen to 
be. 
In order to foster thoughtful conversation, open sharing, and the growth of 
knowledge, questions were chosen as a guide for the reflection meetings. Posing 
insightful questions was intended to invite the whole group to begin to “recognize and 
reorganize” their knowledge into a deeper understanding that eventually would lead them 
to the discovery of something new. It was hoped that this new thing would include what 
God was doing in the neighborhood and how the church might join God.  
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In essence, questions are necessary for substantial learning to take place. 
Marquardt states, “Deep and significant learning occurs only as a result of reflection, and 
reflection is not possible without a question.”19 Basic learning can take place in various 
ways—through lectures, by reading, by other means of taking in information, or by 
experiencing something. However, to engage a deeper level of learning, questions must 
be asked. “Why did this happen?” “What does this mean?” “How did things get to this 
point?” and other such probing questions elicit a kind of critical reflection that otherwise 
would not occur. Therefore, it was my job as the facilitator of the reflection meetings to 
ask effective questions—though it was expected that the group members might certainly 
ask good questions as well.  
The purpose of questions asked in the reflection meetings was to draw from the 
participants memories of their neighborhood encounters and to foster reflection on the 
significance of those encounters. One of the questions, for instance, was this: “Did you 
talk with anyone new?” This question simply helped NCG participants think back on 
their experiences in the neighborhood. “What stories did you hear?” was intended to 
begin to bring to the group an understanding of what people were talking about in the 
neighborhood. “What is God up to in your NCG/neighborhood?” was a key question for 
the NCG project in that it fostered an ever-deepening awareness of God’s presence in 
each person’s neighborhood activities. Another question was this: “How did you do at 
listening to people?” This question helped participants reflect back on how much they 
talked compared to how much they listened and reminded them in the coming month to 
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be more intentional about listening. “Can you connect anything that was shared to the 
Scripture we read earlier?” encouraged participants to link their neighborhood 
experiences with the overarching story of God. As NCG participants reflected on and 
responded to questions such as these, new ideas and possibilities for the neighborhood 
and for Northminster Presbyterian Church could begin to emerge. 
 
Praying Together 
Each reflection meeting is closed with a time of prayer. A time of prayer at the 
end of the reflection meeting accomplishes two things. First, closing the reflection time 
by praying together reminds the participants that God is involved both in their 
Neighborhood Connection Groups and in their reflection time together. Second, the 
people’s prayers invite God to become further involved in their neighborhood (cf. 2 
Chronicles 7:14). 
Prayer is a reminder that God is present (cf. Deuteronomy 31:8; Philippians 4:6-7). 
Prayer reminds Christ followers that human beings and human activity are a part of 
something much larger. “Prayer,” writes Parker J. Palmer, “is out our capacity to enter 
into the vast community of life in which self and other, human and nonhuman, visible and 
invisible, are intricately intertwined.”20 Prayer, in other words, is more than merely talking 
to God; it is a means by which God connects us to the needs, the hopes, and the joys of the 
world and the people around us. In prayer, human beings acknowledge and learn there is a 
“transcendent center that connects it all.”21 When we pray, God, who is the “transcendent 
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center,” joins us to our loved ones, to our neighbors, and even to our enemies in a way that 
ultimately brings healing and wholeness to ourselves and to the world. By closing each 
reflection meeting with a time of prayer, NCG participants remember that God, “the 
transcendent center,” is at work both in their neighborhood engagement and in their time 
of dialogue and reflection. Thus, it is important that the reflection meetings end with a 
time of prayer as a reminder of God’s active involvement in the work of the NCG 
participants.  
Prayer also invites God to become further involved in the neighborhood and in the 
group’s own learning and growth. While it is beyond the scope of this study to determine 
exactly how prayer works, the Scriptures seem to indicate that prayer influences God (cf. 
Genesis 18:20-33; Exodus 33:12-23; James 5:16).22 By closing the reflection meetings 
with prayer, the NCG members ask and expect that God will continue to be active in their 
neighborhood, bringing the healing and the wholeness for which they pray. 
 
Openness to the Unexpected 
Dwelling in Scripture, sharing stories and experiences, and praying together are 
the three primary components of the reflection meetings. Woven throughout these three 
components is a fourth component. This fourth component can be thought of as an 
openness to discovering what God is doing in the neighborhood and how God’s people 
might participate with God in the neighborhood regardless of previous expectations.  
Openness is necessary in order to perceive new and unexpected possibilities. 
Human tendency is to try to find a solution to a problem as quickly as possible, using 
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whatever knowledge and means are currently at one’s disposal. Peter Block points out 
how human beings “believe that defining, analyzing, and studying problems is the way to 
make a better world.”23 He immediately adds, however, that this problem-solving 
approach “may actually limit any chance of the future being different from the past.”24 In 
order for a church to discover a new future, to move past that which might even be 
getting in the way of ministry, a church must step beyond mere problem-solving into an 
openness that allows for something new to emerge. With such new ideas, new insights, 
new relationships, and even new questions, a church can move into a future that may be 
completely unexpected.  
Over the course of the NCG project, it was expected that as the group began to 
discover some of the problems and challenges of their Neighborhood Connection Groups, 
their tendency likely would be to find a solution as quickly as possible. Marquardt says, 
“Understanding the problem is the most important step in problem solving. . . . yet most 
individuals and groups rush into the search for the answers.”25 Rather than rush to a 
solution, the NCG process “forces the group to spend time on understanding the problem 
and its context and conditions.”26 Whereas human tendency, when faced with a missional 
challenge or problem, is to hurry toward a solution, the NCG process of action and 
reflection is designed to allow new possibilities to emerge as participants slow down to 
reflect on what they are learning and experiencing. 
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The practice of asking effective questions, as mentioned above, contributes to the 
cultivation of an openness toward the unexpected. It is the questions that create the space 
in which the learners can discover new options and solutions. The process of asking 
questions, in other words, “creates the physiological and psychological conditions for 
learning and thus augments learning opportunities.”27 In a sense, by asking the kinds of 
questions that generate openness to the unexpected, the group can allow the solutions to 
find them. Palmer says, “Truth is constantly seeking us.”28 By resisting the urge to rush to 
an answer, those who engage in reflection “open a space in which truth might find us 
out.”29 It is in the openness to the unexpected that one eventually finds the answer. It is in 
the openness to the unexpected that NCG participants hopefully begin to think in new 
ways about where ministry begins—namely, that it begins where they are already 
engaged in the neighborhood, rather than through church programs and initiatives. 
 
How These Characteristics Will Be Tested 
 This project is designed to test whether or not the Neighborhood Connection 
Groups process of action and reflection helps people begin to think about ministry as 
something that begins where they live. Several steps are taken to measure the 
effectiveness of this project. These steps include interviewing participants prior to 
beginning the NCG process, taking thorough notes on the reflection meeting 
conversations, and using them to determine how people’s thinking might be changing. In 
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the end, there was a final round of interviewing participants once again after the NCG 
process had completed. 
Before starting the NCG process, each participant is interviewed. This establishes 
a sort of baseline in terms of their thinking about the church, mission, missional living, 
and ministry as well as their understanding of Clairemont, the surrounding community, 
themselves and their own calling. Having this base line makes it possible to determine 
later if there has been any development in participants’ perspective about the origination 
of ministry. 
Throughout the ten months of the Neighborhood Connection Groups, thorough 
notes are taken during each of the monthly reflection meetings. Immediately following 
the reflection meetings, these notes are transcribed and expanded into detailed 
documentation of the reflection meeting conversations. These notes serve to highlight any 
developing thought among the NCG participants as they journey through the process. 
After the NCG process, each of the participants is interviewed again. Many of the 
questions are identical to the ones asked at the beginning of the NCG process. These 
Post-NCG interviews also include additional questions having to do with what the 
participant has learned through the NCG experiment. This reveals if there has been a 
developmental arc in the participants’ thinking over the course of the ten-month NCG 
process. 
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CHAPTER 4 
STRUCTURE OF THE NEIGHBORHOOD CONNECTION GROUPS 
EXPERIMENT 
 
 
 The Neighborhood Connection Groups experiment is intended to foster missional 
engagement while helping participants begin to think differently about where ministry 
begins. It is a process designed to help participants learn fruitful ways of being the 
Church, while unlearning ineffective ways. Inagrace T. Dietterich, who wrote a chapter 
titled “Cultivating Communities of the Holy Spirit” in Missional Church, puts it this way: 
“Missional communities representing the reign of God will be intentional about providing 
the space, the time, and the resources for people to unlearn old patterns and learn new 
ways of living that reveal God’s transforming and healing power.”1 The Neighborhood 
Connection Groups project is designed to do what Dietterich describes, namely to 
provide “the space, the time, and the resources” not only to foster missional engagement 
in the Clairemont community but also to help the participants “unlearn old patterns and 
learn new ways of living.” The “old patterns” to shed are the assumptions that go along 
with thinking that ministry begins with church programs and events. The “new ways of 
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living” refer to an understanding, and implementation of this understanding, that ministry 
begins where people live their lives. 
 Neighborhood Connection Groups were designed to bring about this unlearning 
and learning by encouraging people to become involved in their neighborhood and 
reflecting on their experiences together. This is the process of action and reflection 
described in Chapter 3 of this project. In addition to this process, NCG participants were 
interviewed both before and after the experiment to assess if they had unlearned any of 
their old thinking and learned new ways of living. 
 This chapter will describe the overall process of the Neighborhood Connection 
Groups experiment. It will begin by explaining how the NCGs were initially established, 
including a description of the interviews with participants before they engaged in their 
NCGs. It will describe their monthly participation in the NCGs as well as the monthly 
reflection meetings. Finally, this chapter will explain the follow-up interviews done with 
the NCG participants. 
 
Before the Neighborhood Connection Groups Began 
Two steps had to be taken before the Neighborhood Connection Groups 
experiment could launch. The first step was to set up the neighborhood groups and invite 
church members to participate. Then, once the groups had been established and NCG 
participants had committed to being a part of the experiment, the second step was to 
interview each of the participants. 
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Setting up the Groups 
Initiating the Neighborhood Connection Groups required two items up front. First, 
in order to set up the Neighborhood Connection Groups, the congregation had to be 
informed about this new experiment. Once the congregation was informed, individual 
church members were invited to take part in the NCG experiment.  
 
Informing the Congregation 
The very first step in the Neighborhood Connection Groups experiment was to tell 
the congregation about the project. The congregation was informed by means of e-mails 
from the pastor and church office as well as verbal announcements during the worship 
services over the course of about two months in the fall of 2011. Once they had been 
notified of the missional experiment, church members were solicited for any suggestions 
they might have for local neighborhood activities and groups that might serve as 
Neighborhood Connection Groups. 
The congregation returned several ideas for Neighborhood Connection Groups. 
Unfortunately, not all of them could work as NCGs. Some of the suggested groups were 
not yet in existence, which meant that they were not actual neighborhood groups. One 
suggestion, for instance, was to have a group that would watch and discuss films dealing 
with important issues like human rights violations. While this would be a great discussion 
group, it was not an existing neighborhood group. Since the purpose of the NCG project 
was to participate in existing neighborhood activities, it would not work for the 
Neighborhood Connection Groups experiment. 
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 Other suggestions, while they referred to neighborhood groups already in 
existence, were a bit too narrow in their focus to be effective for this particular 
experiment. One idea, for example, was a group called YESS (Young Enthusiastic Stroke 
Survivors). While this sounds like a wonderful group for those who are stroke survivors, 
the focus of this group was too narrow to include it as an NCG, because there were no 
other stroke survivors in the congregation besides the person who suggested this group. 
Another person suggested her muay thai fighting class as an NCG. Again, this would 
have been too narrow a focus to be able to broadly invite the congregation to join. 
While some groups suggested by the congregation were not ideal candidates for 
serving as Neighborhood Connection Groups, a number of very good ideas did emerge. 
Some of these suggestions became NCGs, while others did not. One good suggestion that 
did not become an NCG was a Moms’ Support Group that met at a nearby Starbucks. 
This would have been an outstanding NCG, because Northminster has a number of young 
mothers in the congregation. However, neither the person suggesting this group nor 
anyone else in the congregation ended up expressing any interest in actually being a part 
of the regular gathering. Three suggestions from the congregation did become NCGs in 
the Neighborhood Connection Groups experiment. They included a Zumba exercise 
class, an investment club, and the Madison High School Community of Schools group. 
 
Inviting the Participants 
Once the specific Neighborhood Connection Groups had been determined, the 
next step was to invite people from the congregation to participate in these groups. This 
was done, once again, by means of e-mails to the congregation and announcements in the 
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worship services over the course of four weeks (January 29 through February 19, 2012). 
In order to ensure involvement from the congregation, however, the project did not rely 
solely on e-mails and announcements. I made a list of all those I believed might be 
interested in participating in one of the NCGs. This list included people who suggested 
the neighborhood group, because they already may have been involved in it. Those 
individuals then were specifically asked to participate in the Neighborhood Connection 
Groups experiment. In the end, two people participated in the Zumba exercise class, only 
one person participated in the investment club (though early on, several others had 
expressed interest), and five people committed to participate in the Madison High School 
Community of Schools group. 
 
Pre-NCG Interviews 
Each participant was interviewed before or shortly after beginning the NCG 
process. The purpose of these Pre-NCG interviews was to establish a baseline of sorts for 
each participant in terms of his or her thinking in regard to church, mission, missional 
living, and personal sense of calling. Their interview responses later would be measured 
against the responses given in a second interview conducted after the NCG experiment 
was completed. 
The Pre-NCG interviews included questions such as these: “How long have you 
lived in Clairemont?” “How would you define what a church is?” and “What does it 
mean to you to ‘live missionally?’” These questions were intended to draw out 
participants’ perspectives and knowledge about where ministry begins. “How well do you 
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know your neighbors?” and “What would you say God is up to in our neighborhood?” 
sought to discern a participant’s current level of engagement in the neighborhood.2  
 
Monthly Neighborhood Connection Group Participation 
 By the end of March 2012, the Neighborhood Connection Groups experiment was 
ready to begin. Engagement in Neighborhood Connection Groups would comprise the 
bulk of the NCG experiment. While most participants already had been involved to some 
degree in their NCGs, the formal process of engaging in their NCGs began at this point. 
This formal process entailed attending the group with no specific agenda in mind and 
intentionally listening to the stories of others in their Neighborhood Connection Groups. 
This twofold purpose was to avoid as much as possible imposing one’s preconceptions of 
what the neighborhood needs and, thereby, to uncover the actual needs of the 
neighborhood. 
 
Going With No Agenda 
 Engaging in NCGs without a specific agenda was a critical component of the 
Neighborhood Connection Groups experiment. NCG participants were not to have an 
agenda focused on such things as converting people to Christianity or inviting people to 
Northminster Presbyterian Church. The purpose of the experiment was not to increase the 
church’s attendance or membership; rather, it was to discover how God’s Spirit was 
already at work in the hearts and minds of neighbors. The only agenda the NCG 
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participants were to have, if any at all, was to simply participate in the activity of the 
group and listen to people’s stories whenever they engaged in conversation.  
Jesus instructed his disciples to engage with neighbors without a preconceived 
agenda. He said to visit various towns without “a purse or bag or sandals” (Luke 10:4). 
They were to stay wherever they were welcomed (cf. Luke 10:7) and to receive whatever 
was given to them (cf. Luke 10:8). Clemens Sedmak states that Jesus taught his disciples 
that “they should not arrive with ready-made tools and concepts [when entering a town]; 
instead, they should first assess the situation and accept the local quality of life.”3 
Similarly, NCG participants would engage their neighborhood groups without the drive 
to achieve any particular goal other than to simply know their neighbors. 
One of the reasons participants were to approach their activity in this way stems 
from the reality that the Church exists in a state of “liminality.” According to Roxburgh, 
liminality “describes the transition process accompanying a change of state or social 
position.”4 Essentially, the term identifies the Church in North America at this time in 
history. Whereas “Christianity once held the center ground in Western culture,”5 now the 
Body of Christ has “become largely invisible to the larger society.”6 This is a new 
experience for the Church; and as a result, many congregations do not know how to be 
the Church that they need to be for today’s society. 
                                                 
3 Clemens Sedmak, Doing Local Theology (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 2002), 37. 
4 Roxburgh, The Missionary Congregation, Leadership, and Liminality, 23. 
5 Ibid., 6. 
6 Ibid., 24. 
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Since the Church is in this liminal space between what was (a church at “the 
center” of culture) and what will be (which is yet unknown), congregations must assume 
that they do not yet know how to be the church in this new reality. Inventing a missional 
strategy to connect with one’s neighborhood by means of brainstorming or strategic 
planning ignores the fact that Christ’s followers are in a liminal space. Roxburgh explains 
the problem: “Strategic planning and other such models misdirect the church from 
faithful witness in our culture.”7 Churches, in other words, cannot invent missional 
initiatives based on some kind of process of strategic planning, because they simply do 
not yet understand the cultural landscape. 
Due to the liminal space in which the Body of Christ finds itself, and since local 
congregations have yet to discover how to be the Church in this new reality, NCG 
participants were instructed to engage in their groups without an agenda. This helped 
them remain open to seeing people as people, rather than as objects of ministry, and to 
seeing the ways that God might already be at work in their lives. This openness helped 
them to participate in each of their Neighborhood Connection Groups with a posture of 
learning. In order to discover the fresh calling of God, not only on each of them 
individually but also on Northminster collectively, they would need to be open to 
whatever God might reveal. This would be accomplished simply by listening to people 
and their stories in their Neighborhood Connection Groups. 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
7 Roxburgh and Romanuk, The Missional Leader, 14. 
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Listening to Stories 
When attending their Neighborhood Connection Groups, the task of the NCG 
participants was to listen to the other members of their group or activity. They could do 
so by engaging in casual conversation with other group members or by asking questions 
of others that have to do with issues of concern for that particular neighborhood group. 
Additionally, NCG participants were instructed that they could pose questions about the 
neighborhood or about other group members’ lives. They also could listen to 
presentations and group dialogue.  
Listening is the key practice of good theology, as Sedmak argues in Doing Local 
Theology. He writes: “It is not so much the ability to talk but the abilities to listen and 
observe that make a good theologian.”8 Theology, in other words, is at its best when the 
theologian pays attention to what is actually going on in the world and then makes 
connections to God and to the Scriptures. In this way, “theology is simply a mindfulness 
of God, an attentiveness to the action of God in creation.”9 Therefore, what the NCG 
experiment does is ask the NCG participants to become theologians. By inviting 
participants to pay attention to what is going on in their neighborhood, the NCG process 
helps them become theologians in the sense that they become more aware of what God is 
doing in the world and how their local church might join God in God’s ministry.  
By discovering how God is calling his followers to be the Church as it moves into 
the future, NCG participants become theologians. They are doing what Sedmak calls 
                                                 
8 Ibid., 14-15. 
9 Ibid., 147.  
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“local theology” by accessing “local theological resources.”10 In this case, the “local 
theological resources” are the people in their Neighborhood Connection Group. 
Regarding the use of “local theological resources,” Sedmak says Christ followers “have 
to leave their desk and go out among the people to listen to their songs and jokes, to see 
their daily life and their struggle to survive and to sustain their dependents.”11 This is 
precisely what listening in the context of a Neighborhood Connection Group is all about. 
The NCG participants are discovering what God is doing in a certain place at a certain 
time, and they are doing this by means of intentional listening.  
Listening is also important because it keeps the NCG participants from 
objectifying the other people involved in the neighborhood group. Much ministry strategy 
tends to objectify people by viewing them as mere consumers of the latest church plan or 
ministry program. This approach conceptualizes ministry in terms of effectively 
marketing to people to show up for events or activities. Groome calls this approach to 
ministry “thingification.” “Thingification” is the objectification of human beings, 
thinking of them more as objects than as people. It is the refusal “to treat some people as 
persons.”12 This is what happens when people do not listen to one another. Listening is 
the cure to “thingification,” because it forces one to understand others as real people 
rather than as objects meant to consume whatever the church’s latest spiritual product 
happens to be. 
 
                                                 
10 Sedmak, Doing Local Theology, 147. 
11 Ibid. 
12 Groome, Sharing Faith, 331. 
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Reflection Meetings 
 Once a month, all Neighborhood Connection Group participants gathered to 
reflect on what they perceived God was doing in the neighborhood. They did this by 
spending time dwelling in the Scriptures, by sharing and listening to one another’s 
stories, and by praying together for their neighborhood. The purpose of these meetings 
was to learn. It was hoped that during these times of reflection participants would begin 
to shift from a belief that ministry is initiated with church activities and programs toward 
a belief and an understanding that ministry begins wherever they happen to be. 
 Another purpose of the reflection meetings was to form among the NCG 
participants a people who looked at the world through missional lenses. Roxburgh says 
that in a context of liminality, leadership has to do with “the formation of networks of 
discourse among people.”13 Essentially, “networks of discourse” are a web of 
relationships in which people can converse with and get to know one another and thereby 
learn from one another. These reflection times served as such a network of discourse. 
They created a space in which people could share what they saw God doing in the world 
as they looked at the Scriptures together, as they shared stories of their NCG experiences, 
and as they prayed together for their neighborhood.  
 
Dwelling in Scripture 
The reflection meetings were opened with a time of dwelling in Scripture. As 
mentioned in Chapter 3 of this project, dwelling in Scripture is a practice whereby 
participants open themselves to what God is saying to them in a particular moment 
                                                 
13 Roxburgh, The Sky Is Falling!?! 89. 
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through a particular passage. Participants can begin to hear God as they pay attention to 
what is catching their attention in the text. In a sense, they listen to the “gentle whisper” 
of God’s voice as they reflect on God’s Word (cf. 1 Kings 19:11-13). Dwelling in 
Scripture during reflection meetings allows people to step “into a journey of reentering 
and rehearing the biblical narrative and its implications for being God’s missionary 
people in their own situation.”14 The author’s original intent and the historical and 
theological context of the passage are essential for accurate exegesis. In fact, as questions 
about the text’s context come up over time, it would not be inappropriate to bring a 
commentary to the next reflection meeting to bring deeper meaning to the text for the 
participants. However, this is not the primary focus of dwelling in Scripture in the 
reflection meetings. Rather, dwelling in Scripture is a practice designed to help 
participants discover how God is connecting with them in that time and in that place.  
Just as engaging in the Neighborhood Connection Groups requires active 
listening, so dwelling in Scripture requires it as well. Active listening means recognizing 
where God might be at work, and it involves paying attention to others. Dwelling in 
Scripture essentially helps participants “to engage the realities of [their] lives and 
contexts in dialogue with Scripture.”15 In other words, the process helps NCG 
participants begin to make the connections between their time in the NCG and God’s 
activity in their own lives and in the world around them. Dwelling in Scripture is the 
avenue by which God’s Word comes alive to define and describe the present reality that 
                                                 
14 Roxburgh and Romanuk, The Missional Leader, 74. 
15 Roxburgh, The Sky Is Falling!?! 89. 
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NCG participants are living individually, as a collective of dispersed Christ followers, 
and as the gathered Body of Christ.  
Each reflection meeting consisted of approximately twenty minutes of dwelling in 
Scripture. NCG participants read Jeremiah 29:1-14 each time they met, with a different 
person reading the text each time. After reading the text aloud, the group then took thirty 
or forty seconds of silence to review the text personally and to note what sprang to life 
for them that day. The next sixteen or seventeen minutes were spent in discussion, 
sharing with one another and listening to how God was connecting with each person. 
Finally, the dwelling in Scripture portion of the meeting was closed with a short prayer, 
usually offered by the reflection meeting facilitator. 
 
Sharing and Listening to Stories 
The next portion of the reflection meeting focused on a time of sharing and 
listening to one another. After about twenty minutes of dwelling in Scripture, the NCG 
participants spent approximately the next hour of the reflection meeting sharing their 
experiences from their Neighborhood Connection Groups. This time of sharing involved 
listening as much as speaking. Roxburgh says it is essential to “cultivate ways of 
engaging people in dialogue and discussion that brings to voice their experiences and 
locates them within God’s narrative.”16 As NCG participants enter into such 
conversations with one another in the reflection meetings, the group members begin to 
develop a deeper understanding of how they fit into the larger picture of what God is up 
                                                 
16 Ibid., 69. 
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to in the world. Consequently, a more profound discernment of the kind of ministry into 
which God may be calling them begins to emerge. 
This time of reflecting together regarding their NCG experiences was intended to 
allow participants to see a larger picture of what God was doing in the neighborhood, as 
opposed to simply seeing what they experienced in their own NCG. This kind of 
“participative dialogue,” an engagement in sharing and listening, helps churches begin to 
move through the transition of liminality.17 In fact, it was in this monthly time of sharing 
and listening that the NCG participants began to discover that true ministry did not need 
to begin with church activities and programs and that ministry could begin with what God 
is doing in the in the crevasses of ordinary daily life. 
 
Praying for the Neighborhood 
Each reflection meeting was closed with about ten minutes of prayer for the 
neighborhood. This time of prayer was not led by a single person; rather, it was a time of 
prayer that involved the whole group. Each meeting concluded by simply going around 
the table and allowing participants to pray for whatever was presently on their hearts, 
especially in regard to the neighborhood and the reflective dialogue that had just taken 
place during the sharing and listening portion of the meeting. 
This monthly session of prayer together helped the group build a cohesion beyond 
what is possible simply through dialogue. Palmer speaks of prayer as “allowing ourselves 
to be known by love.”18 By praying together, the group entered into a deeper kind of 
                                                 
17 Ibid., 89. 
18 Palmer, To Know as We Are Known, 11. 
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relationship, one that created a community bound together by love for God, love for one 
another, and love for one’s neighbor. Palmer goes on to say, “In prayer, we learn to know 
others and the world in the same loving way. The mind immersed in prayer no longer 
thinks in order to divide and conquer, to manipulate and control. Now thinking becomes 
an act of love.”19  By closing the reflection meeting in group prayer, the NCG 
participants let go of the tendency to try to manipulate the outcomes of their NCG 
experiences. Rather, they began to simply love the people with whom they interacted, 
trusting God to be at work in their Neighborhood Connection Groups and in the lives of 
those they were getting to know. 
 
To Conclude the Neighborhood Connection Groups Experiment 
The final task of the Neighborhood Connection Groups project was to determine 
the effectiveness of the experiment. This was accomplished in two ways. The first was by 
performing follow-up interviews with each of the NCG participants. The second way was 
by having one final group meeting to talk about what the participants learned and how the 
NCG experiment might be adapted for future versions of the project. 
 
Post-NCG Interviews 
 Post-NCG interviews were conducted with NCG participants in order to 
determine the degree to which the NCG project succeeded at addressing Northminster’s 
adaptive challenge. As the facilitator, I administered the follow-up interviews with each 
of the NCG participants in the two months following the ten-month NCG experiment. 
                                                 
19 Ibid., 11-12. 
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Each interview consisted of thirty-four questions and lasted approximately one hour and 
fifteen minutes. 
 Each follow-up interview was divided into roughly two parts.20 The first part 
(Questions 1 through 19) had to do with the person’s understanding of what it meant to 
live missionally and how it was practiced individually. There were two sub-sections. The 
first sub-section focused on the person’s theology of the Church and mission and sought 
to learn whether or not the person’s understanding of the role of the local church and of 
church members in initiating ministry and mission had developed since becoming 
involved with the Neighborhood Connection Groups. The second focused on the person’s 
engagement in the neighborhood and was intended to draw out what the participant might 
have learned about the community over the course of the NCG project. 
 The second part of the Post-NCG interview (Questions 20 through 34) revolved 
around the Neighborhood Connection Groups experience itself and looked to uncover 
what effect the NCG process had on each of the participants. This second part also was 
divided into sub-sections. The first sub-section (Questions 20 through 27) asked 
participants about what they learned during the NCG experiment. The second sub-section 
(Questions 28 through 31) focused on the participant’s experience of God over the course 
of the NCG experiment and sought to discern if those in the experiment had grown in their 
faith at all during the ten months of the project. The third sub-section (Questions 32 and 
34) dealt with how Neighborhood Connection Groups might be modified in the future to 
make them more effective. 
                                                 
20 The full list can be found in Appendix B. 
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Final Group Interview 
 After conducting all the Post-NCG follow-up interviews, I decided to hold one 
final group interview for all of the NCG participants at the same time. While the 
individual follow-up interviews provided valuable insight and feedback, I suspected that I 
might learn even more if the whole group of NCG participants was brought back 
together.   
The purpose was to allow the synergy of the group interaction to stimulate 
additional, and perhaps deeper, thoughts in terms of what they learned. More profound 
response layers also were sought regarding what the NCG experience was like for them. 
In particular, the final group interview sought opinions of how they might adapt and 
adjust the NCG project for future participants. 
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CHAPTER 5 
DESCRIPTION AND ASSESSMENT OF ACTIONS TAKEN  
AND DATA DEVELOPED 
 
 
 The two essential components of the Neighborhood Connection Groups 
experiment were the neighborhood gatherings in which participants engaged and the 
monthly reflection meetings where participants shared about and listened to one another’s 
experiences in the neighborhood. First, this chapter will provide an overview of the 
neighborhood groups and the activities of NCG participants. Then the chapter will 
present a survey of the data that emerged from the interviews conducted, both before and 
after the NCG experiment as well as the monthly reflection meetings. 
 
Actions Taken 
 The primary action taken in the Neighborhood Connection Groups experiment 
was the participation of church members in their neighborhood groups. There were three 
such regular gatherings that functioned as Neighborhood Connection Groups. They 
included the Madison High School Community of Schools group, a Zumba aerobics 
class, and a local investing club. While not all NCG participants took part in these three 
opportunities, these groups served as the core neighborhood activities of the NCG 
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experiment. Ongoing participation in these groups ensured intentional neighborhood 
engagement. 
 These three groups did not comprise the entirety of the participants’ engagement 
with the neighborhood. All of the NCG participants experienced neighborhood 
connections beyond their Neighborhood Connection Groups as they interacted with 
coworkers, neighbors on their streets, and even fellow church members. These 
experiences served to inform and enlighten the reflection meetings. In addition to these 
various miscellaneous neighborhood connections, the Northminster community garden 
served as another form of neighborhood engagement that influenced a number of the 
NCG participants.  
 
Madison High School Community of Schools 
 The Madison High School Community of Schools is a group that meets monthly 
at Madison High School. Madison High School is one of two high schools in Clairemont. 
The other high school is Clairemont High School. The Madison High School Community 
of Schools focuses on the needs and goals of all the public schools in Clairemont, 
including elementary schools and middle schools, which feed into Madison High School.  
The Madison High School Community of Schools meets once a month at 
Madison High School. A community member whose son recently graduated from 
Madison High School is chairperson of this group, while the principal of Madison High 
School moderates the monthly meetings. The meetings are attended by all of the local 
principals whose schools feed into Madison High School and by community members 
who care about the local schools. 
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This Neighborhood Connection Group was attended by four of the NCG 
participants. One of the participants had to step away a few months into the NCG 
experiment, because her children transferred to a different school. However, this 
participant continued to attend reflection meetings in order to share about her 
neighborhood engagement at her children’s new school. Additionally, she was also 
involved in the Zumba NCG. 
 
Zumba Class 
The Zumba exercise class is an aerobics gathering that meets at Being Fit, a gym 
in Clairemont located about one block from Northminster Presbyterian Church. Since this 
was an exercise class, it met more frequently than the other NCGs: every Monday, 
Wednesday, and Friday from 9:00 a.m. to 10:00 a.m. and on Saturdays from 8:30 a.m. to 
9:30 a.m. Church members were given all of these times as options for attending this 
neighborhood group, understanding that most people would not attend all four Zumba 
classes every week. 
Two Neighborhood Connection Group participants were involved in this NCG. 
Both participants already had been attending the Zumba class prior to the beginning of 
the NCG experiment. Others were invited to participate in the Zumba exercise class, but 
no other church members signed on to attend this class as an NCG. 
 
Investing Club 
 The third neighborhood activity that served as an NCG was an investing club. 
Before the missional experiment, this community gathering had been in existence for 
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about twenty years. The group consisted of about eight local ladies, some of whom had 
been together as part of this club for the majority of the club’s existence. 
The investing club was attended by one person from Northminster. This 
individual had been a part of this investing club since its early days. Other church 
members were invited to get involved in this investing group as an NCG. One other 
person expressed interest in being a part of this group. However, this person withdrew 
shortly before the NCG experiment officially began. 
 
Other Neighborhood Connections 
 The three Neighborhood Connection Groups mentioned above were not the only 
neighborhood connections experienced by the NCG participants. This occurred because, 
as previously noted, the reflection meetings were open to anyone in the congregation who 
wanted to attend. Since three people who regularly attended the reflection meetings were 
not engaged in one of the three NCGs, they shared about their own neighborhood 
engagement—whatever that engagement might have been during the month. 
Additionally, those who were actively involved in the actual Neighborhood Connection 
Groups also experienced other neighborhood connections that they brought to the 
reflection meetings. A third neighborhood connection for a number of the NCG 
participants was the brand new Northminster community garden. 
 
Miscellaneous Connections 
 Three of the NCG participants who attended the monthly reflection meetings were 
not specifically involved in one of neighborhood activities selected to serve as 
Neighborhood Connection Groups. Two of these participants were elderly ladies who had 
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been a part of Northminster since they were young women, in the 1950s and 1960s. They 
brought a richness to the discussion by reflecting not only upon recent neighborhood 
connections but upon experiences they had had even decades ago. What they shared 
provided a broader perspective regarding the context of Clairemont as a community in 
terms of where it had been and where it is now. 
 Another NCG participant was Northminster’s seminary intern. She had just 
moved to Clairemont and, at the first reflection meeting, announced half-jokingly that she 
was starting a new Neighborhood Connection Group called “where I live.” As her 
internship progressed, she took on responsibility for Northminster’s youth ministry, 
which included leading weekly faith-related clubs at Madison High School and Center for 
Performing and Media Arts (CPMA) Middle School, one of the local middle schools in 
Clairemont. While she did not join one of the three official NCGs, her experiences in the 
schools and in her neighborhood contributed to what the group learned in the reflection 
meetings. 
 The NCG participants who were involved in one of the three Neighborhood 
Connection Groups also brought to the reflection meetings neighborhood connections 
unrelated to their NCGs. This is because all of them were involved in their 
neighborhoods beyond their NCGs. While the investing club took a six-month hiatus 
during the NCG experiment, the lady who had been participating in that NCG did not 
stop attending the monthly reflection meetings. Instead of sharing about experiences with 
the investing club, she shared about other neighborhood connections she had 
experienced. Likewise, the two Zumba class members frequently missed a full month of 
participation in that NCG due in large part to child care issues. However, they both 
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shared about other neighborhood experiences; and since they both had children, what 
they shared often had to do with their local schools. 
 
Community Garden 
 An additional means of neighborhood connection was Northminster Presbyterian 
Church’s new community garden. The garden was funded by a grant from the Presbytery 
of San Diego for the purpose of missional experimentation. Construction on the garden 
began in May 2012, about the same time the NCG experiment was starting. Construction 
was completed in July 2012. 
 The community garden was promoted both within and outside the congregation of 
Northminster. A sign was put up along Clairemont Mesa Boulevard (where Northminster 
is located) announcing the new community garden and that membership would be open 
to the whole community. The new garden also was featured twice in the Clairemont 
Times1 and once in the Clairemont Community News2 which resulted in a number of 
people signing on for a plot. By the time the garden opened, all twenty-three of the 
gardening plots had been reserved. Since the beginning, about 60 percent of the 
gardening plots have been used by people from the neighborhood who are not a part of 
Northminster. The other 40 percent is comprised of Northminster members and attenders. 
 About four of the nine NCG participants were quite actively engaged in 
Northminster’s community garden. One of the NCG participants maintains an e-mail list 
for the gardeners as well as a weekly meeting on Saturday afternoons for the gardeners to 
                                                 
1 “Clairemont Community Garden at Northminster,” Clairemont Times, June 2012, 1-3. “New 
Mural Shines Bright at Northminster Community Garden,” Clairemont Times, September 2006, 16.  
2 “Community Garden in Clairemont Breaks Ground,” Clairemont Community News, June 2012, 5. 
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come together, work on their plots, and perhaps hear a local gardening authority share 
about some aspect of gardening. Another of the NCG participants maintains the compost 
bin for the community garden and attends most of the Saturday afternoon meetings. Two 
other NCG participants attended the Saturday meetings, even though they were not 
personally using any of the gardening plots, because they felt that it was a great way to 
meet people from the neighborhood. As a result of their involvement in Northminster’s 
community garden, these four NCG participants occasionally shared about their 
experiences with the non-Northminster gardening neighbors. 
 
Data Developed 
 In order to determine the effectiveness of the Neighborhood Connection Groups 
experiment, it was necessary to track what the NCG participants were experiencing, 
sharing, and learning. This was accomplished in the contexts of reflection meetings and 
participant interviews. Upon analyzing the notes from the reflection meetings and the 
interview responses, it became clear that certain key themes emerged as areas of learning 
for the NCG participants. These themes had to do with what they learned about God, 
struggling with judgmentalism, moving beyond their comfort zone, and developing an 
understanding of the word “missional.” Several stories also emerged from the data 
revolving around the local schools, their neighborhoods, and Northminster Presbyterian 
Church. Finally, upon analyzing the data, there were two key participant insights that 
stood out. The first was one participant’s moment of clarity during a reflection meeting 
with regard to what it means to live missionally. The second was another participant’s 
coining of the expression “relevant relationships,” in regard to the significant human 
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connections she was developing throughout the neighborhood. Data from the 
Neighborhood Connection Groups experiment was developed in two ways: by means of 
notes taken during the monthly NCG reflection meetings and through interviews with the 
NCG participants, both before and after the experiment. 
 
Reflection Meetings 
 Information on the effect that the NCG experiment was having on participants 
was collected during each of the monthly NCG reflection meetings. During these 
meetings, detailed handwritten notes were taken on a yellow legal pad. These notes 
consisted of what participants said in regard to the Scripture upon which the group had 
spent time dwelling as well as what each person shared about the interaction they had 
with their NCGs or other neighborhood connections. 
 Immediately after each reflection meeting, the next hour was spent typing out in 
fuller detail the notes from the reflection meeting. The notes recorded during each 
reflection meeting were fairly abbreviated due to the speed of the conversation. However, 
since the notes were typed out immediately after each reflection meeting, while the 
memory of the meeting was still fresh, the final record of the reflection meetings are a 
fairly thorough report on those conversations.  
The final step in developing the data that surfaced during the reflection meetings 
was to review the notes. When the NCG experiment had concluded, the notes taken in 
each of the meetings were studied thoroughly for recurring themes, new or developing 
understandings, and how both God and the neighborhood were being perceived. Several 
key themes that emerged are discussed later in this chapter. 
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Participant Interviews Before and After 
In addition to notes taken during reflection meetings, Neighborhood Connection 
Group participants were interviewed both before and after the NCG experiment. All 
participants were interviewed either before the NCG experiment began (prior to May 20, 
2012) or, if scheduling the interview was a challenge, within the first two months of the 
experiment (between May 21, 2012 and July 26, 2012). The purpose of this interview 
was to determine the extent to which participants currently were involved in their 
neighborhood as well as their understanding of what it means to live missionally. In the 
interview conducted at the beginning of the NCG experiment, questions focused 
primarily on their understanding of terms like “mission” and “missional” as well as their 
level of engagement in the neighborhood.  
The follow-up interview conducted after the final reflection meeting was a bit 
more extensive. Questions again revolved around their understanding of terms like 
“mission” and “missional,” in order to determine if there had been any change in 
participants’ understandings of those words. Likewise, questions about their engagement 
in the neighborhood were asked to see if there had been any development in that area of 
their lives. In these follow-up interviews, questions about what they learned through the 
NCG process also were included. Subsequently, data was developed in regard to changes 
that may have occurred in their thinking or practice as well as in terms of what they may 
have learned about God, about themselves, and about their neighborhood. Finally, the 
post-NCG follow-up interviews allowed them to share what they felt worked about the 
NCG experiment and what they felt could be improved, if the Neighborhood Connection 
Groups process were to be repeated with other church members. 
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Key Themes that Emerged in the Data 
 There were four key themes that emerged as the data from the reflection meetings 
and interviews were analyzed. These four themes have to do with what the participants 
learned about God through the Neighborhood Connection Group process, struggles with 
judgmentalism, anxiety over leaving their comfort zone, and a developing understanding 
of what “missional” means. The four themes comprised some of the major learning that 
took place as a result of the NCG process. 
 
Learning in Regard to God 
 Nearly all of the NCG participants reflected some degree of development in their 
understanding of God. A number of the participants indicated that they thought about 
God differently after the NCG experiment than they did prior to it. Their change in 
thinking had to do primarily with the predictability of God and assumptions in terms of 
how God works. 
 One NCG participant stated simply that she learned that God is surprising; or, as 
she put it, “so unpredictable” and that “you can’t control God.”3 She added, “I’ve learned 
to be patient and not try to set an agenda for God.”4 This participant was surprised by 
God in two ways. She said that the journey of moving her children to a new school was 
completely unexpected. This was not a decision lightly made. This participant had been 
quite active with her children in their neighborhood school and had been very open about 
her commitment to sending her children to their neighborhood school. However, when 
                                                 
3 Veronica Doyle, Post-NCG interview by author, San Diego, CA, April 9, 2013.  
4 Ibid. 
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the opportunity arose to send her children to a charter school in Linda Vista, a similar 
community just south of Clairemont, she had to consider it. She said she prayed about 
this decision. She also sought pastoral guidance and wanted to know what the other NCG 
participants thought. After wrestling with this for several weeks, she felt that this was 
where God was leading her and her family. It was not at all what she was expecting. 
 The other way in which this participant was surprised by God was not through her 
NCG but through Northminster’s new community garden. She was astonished by the 
success of the garden.5 She could not have predicted the degree to which this garden 
would foster relationships between church members and neighborhood people as they 
began to dig around in the dirt together. She had expected some success from the garden, 
but the community that developed among the gardeners was beyond her expectation. To 
her, this was evidence of God’s unpredictability. 
 Related to the unpredictability of God is the idea that God works in all kinds of 
ways. This idea was mentioned repeatedly as NCG participants were interviewed after 
the NCG process. One person revealed that she had learned that God works through all 
kinds of people—both through those who do “big,” noticeable acts of service and 
ministry as well as those who do simpler, less noticeable ministry, such as simply caring 
for the elderly or the homebound. This person said, “God has shown me there’s lots of 
work, and maybe I’m a worker.”6 This was an important insight because so many people 
think of the church as a place to be served, rather than to serve. Another person stated, “I 
learned that God is at work all the time, all over the place; in secular places and in 
                                                 
5 Ibid. 
6 Gladys Sarno, Post-NCG interview by author, San Diego, CA, April 16, 2013. 
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religious areas.”7 This statement demonstrates that this person has begun to develop an 
understanding that God is at work out in the world beyond the walls of the local church. 
Still another person said, “I’ve learned that God is big,” and then added, “God is at work 
in the world in little ways. And I have to pay attention to see it.”8 The underlying learning 
that took place seems to be that God cannot be expected to act the way we think God 
should or would act.  
 
Struggling with Judgmentalism 
 Some participants indicated that the NCG process had helped them change in 
regard to feelings of judgmentalism toward others. One person mentioned an experience 
in which she came to know a woman at her gym. This NCG participant initially was 
repelled by this woman, because she was a heavy smoker. However, as the church 
member chose to relate with this woman during the early months of the NCG process, she 
found that this woman was actually a “delightful person.”9 This NCG participant said the 
following in her Post-NCG interview: “I learned not to judge people through this.”10 
 Another NCG participant indicated the importance of getting to know people. She 
said that really listening to people has helped her become less disapproving of others. 
“Seeing differences in people,” she stated, “and hearing their stories through this 
experience has helped me to be less judgmental.”11 This participant’s statement reveals 
                                                 
7 Johana Smith, Post-NCG interview by author, San Diego, CA, April 16, 2013. 
8 Laura Agee, Post-NCG interview by author, San Diego, CA, May 29, 2013. 
9 Karen Scott, Pre-NCG interview by author, San Diego, CA, July 18, 2012. 
10 Karen Scott, Post-NCG interview by author, San Diego, CA, April 24, 2013. 
11 Doyle, Post-NCG interview. 
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that taking the time to listen to people in the neighborhood makes it possible to know 
them, not as mere objects of ministry but as human beings with inherent worth.  
 Another NCG participant also learned something about judgmentalism, though 
with a slightly different nuance. This Northminster congregant had been attending the 
church for about two years at the start of the NCG experiment. It was only in the year 
prior to the NCG project that she had begun to think of herself as an intentionally 
practicing Christian. In years past, she had had some very negative experiences with 
Christians who had treated her condemningly. She shared in her follow-up interview, as a 
result of experiencing the NCG process, “I’m learning to live Christianity less 
judgmentally than I’d experienced in the past.”12 Whereas the other two participants 
mentioned above, who went through a process of becoming less judgmental over the 
course of the project, this participant discovered that did not need to take on 
judgmentalism towards others as an element of practicing the Christian faith. 
 
Comfort Zone 
 In the interviews that took place at the beginning of the Neighborhood Connection 
Groups experiment, some people indicated anxiety over having to move beyond their 
“comfort zone.” This seemed to rest upon an assumption that participating in 
Neighborhood Connection Groups meant they were going to have to have conversations 
with people in which they would have to speak openly about their faith or had to invite 
people to their church. However, the data showed this was a misunderstanding of what 
the Neighborhood Connection Groups experiment was asking of them. 
                                                 
12 Tenny Kussat, Post-NCG interview by author, San Diego, CA, May 21, 2013. 
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 There were two people in particular who expressed dread in regard to going out of 
their comfort zone. One participant said that she generally gets along quite well with 
people and is easy-going in her conversations; however, there was clear anxiety in her 
interview revolving around engaging in situations that would be difficult for her. She said 
that in connecting with new people, there can be an “initial awkwardness” that makes her 
nervous.13 Another participant, in her interview at the beginning of the NCG process, 
revealed some apprehension at the thought of having to do something she may not want 
to do. She did not say what specifically she did not want to do, but she did express that 
she was “nervous about getting out of her comfort zone.”14 
 After the conclusion of the NCG experiment, no participants, including the two 
who expressed anxiety over leaving their comfort zone, stated in any way that they had 
had any awkward encounters in their Neighborhood Connection Groups. In fact, it seems 
the opposite was the case. Referring to the people she encountered, one participant said 
this: “I don’t remember everything we talked about, but I remember the connections [with 
people].”15 There seems to have been a delight that developed in regard to participants’ 
engagement in the neighborhood. Rather than engaging in stressful encounters with people 
in the neighborhood, the NCG participants discovered that their neighborhood connections 
were not only comfortable but enjoyable. The participants have found that missional 
engagement has very little to do with leaving one’s comfort zone. 
 
                                                 
13 K. Scott, Pre-NCG interview. 
14 Tenny Kussat, Pre-NCG interview by author, San Diego, CA, July 19, 2012. 
15 Kussat, Post-NCG interview. 
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Meaning of “Missional” 
 The Neighborhood Connection Groups experiment did not specifically focus on 
the need for participants to understand what “missional” means. This is because 
understanding the term “missional” is not necessary for actually living missionally. 
Despite not knowing or fully comprehending the word, it became clear that participants 
in the project were growing in their understanding of the concept of missional living. At 
the outset of the NCG experiment, some participants had a deeper grasp of missional 
living than others. This was likely due to the fact that some had been more involved in 
the church in recent years than others. In other words, some participants already had been 
discipled in missional expressions of faith or exposed to the term “missional” through 
other conversations, sermons, seminars, books, and other resources. 
 One person indicated in her first interview that she simply did not know what 
“missional” meant. Furthermore, as the interview progressed, it became clear that she 
actually had a fairly negative association with the words “mission” and “missional.” For 
her, these words brought to mind images of mission more associated with European 
colonization than with actually living out the mission of God in the world.16 In her 
follow-up interview, however, there was no indication that she had a negative association 
with either the word “mission” or “missional.” She did say that “some people” have a 
negative association with those words but did not seem to include herself among them. 
Instead, she said, “I’m trying to understand it better. I don’t fully understand mission. I 
think it has to do with showing by doing.”17 Similarly, she indicated a perception that 
                                                 
16 Ibid. 
17 Ibid. 
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“living missionally has to do with how we put our faith into practice.”18 It is evident that 
this participant’s interpretation of “mission” and “missional” had progressed from one 
that was negative to one that was at least neutral, if not positive. 
 One of the participants “also experienced a growing understanding of what it 
means to live missionally,” despite this perspective: “Being ‘missional’ is out of my 
comfort zone.”19 In her first interview, she stated, “‘Missional’ refers to interacting with 
people you may not be in the same circles with.”20 For this participant, “missional” had to 
do with going into unfamiliar and uncomfortable places. However, in her follow-up 
interview, this same individual said nothing about leaving her comfort zone. Rather, she 
said that “living missionally” has to do with “getting out into the community and 
establishing relationships with people. It means connecting people to God.”21 Again, 
there was a shift in this person from fear of missional living at the beginning of the NCG 
process to an awareness that missional living simply begins by sharing experiences with 
the people in one’s neighborhood. 
 NCG participants also indicated a growing understanding that living missionally 
involves using their own personal strengths and abilities. One participant said, “I’ve 
learned that I can be doing God’s work just by being me.”22 Another participant 
commented, “Living missionally has to do with seeing how God designed me and then 
                                                 
18 Ibid. 
19 K. Scott, Pre-NCG interview. 
20 Ibid. 
21 K. Scott, Post-NCG interview. 
22 Ibid. 
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living out of that.”23 There was also a growing acknowledgment that some of what they 
are already doing can be a type of missional ministry when done intentionally. An NCG 
participant said, “I realized that what I’m doing becomes almost a ‘Christian’ thing.”24 
This particular insight almost directly addresses the adaptive challenge, that ministry 
begins where God’s people are already living their lives. In the group interview, this 
same participant said, “Until now, I’d never thought of my service as the kind of serving 
that Jesus did.”25 This comment indicates a growing understanding that God can work 
through his people in the places they are already serving and working. Still another 
participant said the following about the NCG experience: “[It] has taught me that 
‘missional’ is so much more than ‘missions.’”26 In other words, this participant realized 
that doing projects to serve the neighborhood, while they may be beneficial, are not the 
same thing as discovering the mission of God and joining God in that mission. At the end 
of the NCG process, participants had begun to understand that missional ministry grows 
from who they are and how God made them as well as the neighborhood activities in 
which they already are involved. 
 The reflection meetings helped the participants understand that missional ministry 
can be embodied according to who they are and through what they are already doing. 
This revealed that taking the time to reflect is critical to building an understanding among 
church members that their lives can be lived missionally. One person indicated the 
                                                 
23 Agee, Post-NCG interview. 
24 Richard Scott, Post-NCG interview by author, Clairemont, CA, April 23, 2013. 
25 Richard Scott, All Group Post-NCG interview by author, Clairemont, CA, July 7, 2013. 
26 K. Scott, Post-NCG interview. 
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following during her Post-NCG interview. With respect to the reflection meetings, she 
said, “[They] made me have to think about where I’ve had an effect or could have an 
effect.”27 While people generally go through their days without considering how they 
could serve God, the NCG process helped participants become ever more aware that God 
could use them in any given situation. Overall, it seemed the reflection meetings brought 
meaning and intentionality to the participants’ neighborhood engagement. 
 A final key piece of learning that took place among some of the NCG participants 
focused on the importance of community when it comes to missional living. One 
participant indicated that living missionally is difficult when trying to do it alone. She 
concluded, “It’s much easier to do things in a group.”28 This insight is significant not 
only because it reflects human nature, but because it reveals the importance of 
community when it comes to loving one’s neighbors. “As a church,” another participant 
said, “living missionally has to do with going out as a group effort. Maybe not all at the 
same time, but together as one.”29 This comment again demonstrates the importance of 
the church community when it comes to missional living. Collectively, these comments 
indicate a growing understanding that the people of God need one another in order to 
participate in the mission of God. 
 
Exchanging Stories 
 Sharing and hearing stories was a key component of the Neighborhood 
Connection Groups project. NCG participants were instructed early on to pay attention to 
                                                 
27 Smith, Post-NCG interview. 
28 Sarno, Post-NCG interview. 
29 Smith, Post-NCG interview. 
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stories that were told in their NCGs. A story was considered to be something someone 
shared with the NCG participant, something that happened in the neighborhood group 
that the NCG participant then offered to the group during the reflection meeting, or even 
a personal reflection on something that happened before the NCG project began. There 
were three general categories of stories that emerged over the course of the 
Neighborhood Connection Groups experiment: school stories, neighbor stories, and 
church stories. 
 
School Stories 
 School stories included any account of an event shared in a reflection meeting or 
interview that related in any way with schools. Most of the stories shared during the 
reflection meetings were in this category. School stories likely abounded not only 
because the Madison High School Community of Schools NCG had the most participants 
involved but also because several other NCG participants had children enrolled in local 
schools. 
 Many of the school-related stories focused on the challenges faced in local 
education. There was much discussion over issues like school choice (which involves 
students from other areas of San Diego attending Clairemont schools and Clairemont 
students attending schools in other San Diego communities), the need for parental 
involvement in Clairemont schools, and recent government-imposed restrictions placed 
on schools.  
 One of the themes that emerged was the perception that Clairemont schools are 
not very good. One NCG participant said that a parent at Madison High School asked in a 
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forum, “What can I tell other parents about Madison?”30 The implication of the question 
was that there were no immediately apparent benefits to the Clairemont schools. Part of 
the reality of this assumption is the fact that few parents are actively engaged in their 
children’s education in Clairemont. This is due in part to the many students who are 
transported into Clairemont from other parts of San Diego. Unfortunately, the attitude 
mentioned by one NCG participant was that many parents simply think it is the teacher’s 
job to educate their children.31 Furthermore, some parents do not see the value in 
education. An NCG participant shared that he overheard a conversation between a son 
and his mother. They were at a school event that included the sale of some books for 
students. The boy asked his mother if he could have a book. The mother responded, 
“What do you want a book for?” The NCG participant who shared this story said he 
couldn’t relate to that attitude.32 
 While some negative stories were shared, other positive stories also were told. One 
NCG participant shared that at her children’s school, an invitation was extended to parents 
to help students learn to read better in order to bring up test scores for that school. She said 
that about forty parents arrived to help, which was far more than anyone had expected.33 
Other stories were shared about the commitment of school staff and community members 
to the students of the local schools. An account was shared about Mike Snyder, chair of 
                                                 
30 NCG participants, “Reflection Meeting” (missional experiment component, held at 
Northminster Presbyterian Church, Clairemont, CA, September 30, 2012). 
31 Ibid. 
32 NCG participants, “Reflection Meeting” (missional experiment component, held at 
Northminster Presbyterian Church, Clairemont, CA, November 18, 2012). 
33 NCG participants, “Reflection Meeting” (missional experiment component, held at 
Northminster Presbyterian Church, Clairemont, CA, January 20, 2013). 
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the Madison High School Community of Schools. The NCG participant who told of this 
expressed how impressed she was at his commitment to the schools, especially 
considering that his son graduated from high school last year and was no longer in the 
school system.34 Someone else told a story about Richard Nash, the principal of Madison 
High School and mentioned that Nash had shared at the Madison High School Community 
of Schools meeting that he had taken nine high school boys under his wing in order to 
mentor them and help them graduate high school.35 It became clear over the course of the 
NCG process that, while there are certainly some important challenges facing the schools 
in Clairemont, there are also some very positive things happening. 
 
Neighbor Stories 
 Another category of accounts that emerged was stories about neighbors and the 
neighborhood. These accounts tended not to come from the participants’ experiences in 
their Neighborhood Connection Groups. Rather, they were rooted in their experiences as 
residents of Clairemont. 
 One participant shared that she had made a new friend and they were both taking 
their daughters to a nearby gymnastics class called Flip Force. She was surprised at a 
neighbor’s negative reaction upon discovering that the gymnastics class was apparently 
run by a Christian organization. Even though there was no open proselytizing going on 
(the only indication was a flyer for other more spiritually focused activities), this friend 
                                                 
34 NCG participants, “Reflection Meeting,” November 18, 2012. 
35 Ibid. 
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felt tricked and manipulated.36 This story was a helpful reminder of how unchurched 
people might feel about churches’ attempts to do evangelism. The story highlights how 
there is a fine line between objectification—or “thingification,”37 as Groome calls it—or 
even the perception of it, and genuine love and concern for people when a church does 
ministry. 
 On the other hand, there were more positive neighbor stories told as well. One 
participant shared how she had been learning that the distance one lives from where one’s 
life is centered makes a difference. She offered an example of how when she was 
younger she had lived in the city but worked in a more rural community about an hour 
away. Since she lived so far away, she never got involved in that country town. This has 
taught her the value of living and working in the same community. When reflecting on 
missional living in her follow-up interview, this participant said that this is the first time 
she has been involved in her community with every part of her life: “school, church, 
baseball, shopping, etc.”38 
 Stories also were shared about greeting neighbors on the street. One participant 
reported that he had recently dug out some rocks from his backyard and put them in his 
front yard in order to make a bit of a rock garden. He noticed that while working on the 
front yard, he met a lot of people from his neighborhood.39 Another participant later 
shared that she had the opportunity to engage people from the neighborhood while 
                                                 
36 Ibid. 
37 Groome, Sharing Faith, 331. 
 
38 Kussat, Post-NCG interview. 
39 NCG participants, “Reflection Meeting” (missional experiment component, held at 
Northminster Presbyterian Church, Clairemont, CA, July 1, 2012). 
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participating in the church’s new community garden, which is located by the sidewalk in 
front of the church. She commented that people would sometimes stop by and say 
something like, “I’ve been watching this garden growing.”40 Having the community 
garden by the street, and having gardeners working in the garden on a regular basis, has 
caused people in the neighborhood to pay attention and even make connections with 
some of the gardeners. While none of these neighbor stories emerged from the 
participants’ involvement in their NCGs, the process of reflecting on other neighborhood 
engagement in the reflection meetings brought deeper meaning and insight to their 
encounters beyond their official NCGs. 
 
Church Stories 
 A third category of stories that surfaced during the reflection meetings centered 
on Northminster Presbyterian Church. There were far fewer of these stories, and most 
reflection meetings did not elicit any accounts like these at all. These stories did not 
necessarily tell about what was happening in the neighborhood, but they did comment 
about happenings among the Body of Christ during the experiment. While the NCG 
project is designed to help people discern God’s activity beyond the church, these church 
stories are significant reminders that God continues to be at work within the church as 
well. These stories fill in the gaps in the picture of God’s activity in the world. 
 One participant told of a conversation she had shared with an elderly lady in the 
congregation, who was ninety-three years old with a husband of ninety-four at the time. 
Normally, they attended church together. The day of the conversation the woman had come 
                                                 
40 NCG participants, “Reflection Meeting” (missional experiment component, held at 
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to church by herself, because her husband was not feeling well. The NCG participant 
shared that this lady had said she was “practicing being a widow.”41 This was a poignant 
reminder to everyone in the reflection meeting of the kinds of challenges with which the 
elderly in the congregation struggle. While this was not technically a neighborhood 
encounter, this conversation revealed that the focus on living missionally had spread among 
NCG participants to include the people in their own congregation. Were it not for the NCG 
project’s emphasis on listening and being open to God’s activity in unexpected places, this 
participant might not have connected with this ninety-three-year-old woman in her moment 
of pain. The NCG emphasis on extending themselves to connect with others led to an 
understanding for this participant of the needs of those with whom she might normally not 
seek intimacy. 
 Another congregational story came up in regard to the church’s relationship with 
the schools. Many of Northminster’s service projects have been at Hawthorne Elementary 
School, but the congregation has not done any service projects at any of the other 
elementary schools. This is because Northminster has a direct connection to Hawthorne 
Elementary School, because the children of one of the elders attends that school. 
However, not everyone in the congregation knows this. So one of the NCG participants 
shared that she had recently been asked by a church member why Northminster only does 
service projects at Hawthorne Elementary School.42 This question was not only a helpful 
reminder of the kinds of questions church members have but also a challenge to perhaps 
seek an opportunity to serve one of the other schools in Clairemont. 
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Key Participant Insights 
 NCG participants evolved in their understanding of missional ministry 
throughout the Neighborhood Connection Groups process. Occasionally, one of the 
participants mentioned a new insight. Following are two key insights that stood out 
during the NCG process. 
 
A “Eureka” Moment 
 During a reflection meeting, one of the participants stated that she experienced 
what she called a “eureka” moment. The group had been talking about the importance of 
knowing their neighbors and how even mundane activities could be “missional.” She 
shared that she and her husband had cut down some large trees in front of their house 
when they had first moved in several years ago. The neighbors started stopping by and 
said that they had not seen the front of that house in twenty years. 
 Soon afterward, this participant decided to plant an edible garden in her front 
yard. Initially, she had been thinking of planting it in the backyard. In the end, however, 
she made the decision to plant it in the front yard so that it would be more out in the 
open. She shared that because she planted the garden in the front yard, she has met many 
of her neighbors. She surmised that “there seems to be a power in gardening that connects 
people.”43 While she did not use the word “missional” or “ministry,” this participant 
clearly came to the conclusion that even planting a garden in the front yard instead of the 
back yard could be a part of how God was initiating in the neighborhood. 
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“Relevant Relationships” 
 Upon being asked to reflect on what God was up to in the neighborhood and how 
Northminster might join God in what God was doing, one NCG participant mentioned that 
she is amazed at how many connections exist among the whole community of Clairemont, 
according to her experience. She said there is an “overlapping of relationships.”44 In other 
words, she has formed a web of intersecting relationships in the community—
relationships with teachers, with principals, with people in Northminster Presbyterian 
Church, and so forth. She referred to these intersections as “relevant relationships.”45 
 The context of how this participant used the expression “relevant relationships” 
refers to personal affiliations that are in some way pertinent to one another (as opposed to 
being pertinent to a particular interest, organization, or profession). For instance, this NCG 
participant’s relationship with the principal of Madison High School was relevant to her 
relationship with the elder overseeing facilities at Northminster, because that elder had 
been in talks with the principal about a service project at Madison High School. Another 
example she mentioned was the owner of a food truck who had been providing food at 
events for CPMA Middle School, where her daughter was a student. She had come to 
know the owner of the food truck at these events. When he showed up at the Madison 
High School Community of Schools meeting to share about the availability of his food 
truck for events at other schools, she mentioned this as another “relevant relationship.”46 
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 As the group discussed these “relevant relationships,” they stressed the 
importance of proximity. In their opinion, “relevant relationships” cannot develop if one 
lives far away from where one’s children go to school or if an individual works on the 
other side of the city.47 Another participant said that if asked to share something she had 
learned in the NCG process so far, she would offer the conclusion that Christians do not 
need to go out of their way to join God in what God is doing. People can be open to 
seeing what God is doing, the connections and the “relevant relationships,” wherever they 
are.48 As the Neighborhood Connection Groups experiment continued to progress, it 
became clear that the value of the NCG process is that it does not foster random 
relationships (though they may seem random at first). Rather, the NCG process promotes 
the development of “relevant relationships.” 
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CHAPTER 6 
THE INFLUENCE OF FRAMEWORKS ON NORTHMINSTER 
PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH 
 
 
 A framework is a socially constructed way of reading and understanding the world. 
It is the lens through which a person sees reality. Frameworks, says Roxburgh, “are 
powerful conceptual maps—or lenses—that we have developed inside our relational 
networks and through our training that determine how we see the world and thus shape 
our decisions about how to act and respond to what is happening around us.”1 Every 
person views the world through certain perspectives, which are informed by their 
experiences, their family, their culture, and other influences that have shaped them. Since 
organizations are made up of people, every organization also sees reality through 
frameworks.  
 Northminster, because it is an organization made up of human beings, views the 
world through certain frameworks. This chapter will briefly examine some of the social, 
cultural, and ecclesiological frameworks by which Northminster understands the world. 
The chapter also will consider a new emerging framework for missional formation as it is 
related to the Neighborhood Connection Groups project. 
                                                 
1 Roxburgh, The Sky Is Falling!?! 46. 
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Identifying Northminster’s Current Frameworks 
 
 Northminster Presbyterian Church is influenced by certain frameworks. More 
specifically, social and cultural frameworks that are a result of life in North America 
influence Northminster. In other words, the society in which Northminster exists and the 
culture of which it is a part contribute to Northminster’s identity and how it views the 
world. Ecclesiological frameworks also affect Northminster. Ecclesiology refers to “the 
area of Christian theology focused on the Church.”2 An ecclesiological framework, 
therefore, is one that is based on a congregation’s understanding of itself as a church. In 
Northminster’s case, this would be its self-identity as a Presbyterian congregation and as 
a small church. 
 
Social and Cultural Frameworks 
 Two significant social and cultural frameworks affect Northminster. Socially, 
Northminster is impacted by a framework that can be referred to as “expressive 
individualism.” Culturally, the lingering effects of what has been called Christendom 
culture also impact Northminster. 
 
Expressive Individualism 
 One of the frameworks by which Northminster views the world is referred to by 
Roxburgh as “expressive individualism.”3 This framework has to do with understanding 
the church as an organization designed to meet people’s individual needs or tastes. 
                                                 
2 J. D. Barry et al., Faithlife Study Bible (Bellingham, WA: Logos Bible Software, 2012), s.v. 
“ecclesiology.” 
3 Alan Roxburgh, “Mapping Our Location” (missiology lecture, Fuller Theological Seminary, 
Pasadena, CA, 2013), Vimeo, http://vimeo.com/19947618 (accessed November 2, 2013). 
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George R. Hunsberger explains it well in a chapter of Missional Church. He writes: 
“Both members and those outside the church expect the church to be a vendor of 
religious services and goods.”4 As a result of this expectation, many churches “have 
chosen to give people what they say they want: a place of danger-free solace, escape, and 
comfort.”5 This emphasis on meeting people’s individual needs is a widespread 
phenomenon. Because “each individual is meant, in this culture, to pursue his or her own 
purposes in life,”6 churches seek to provide such goods and services as to help people 
achieve those purposes. Roxburgh and Boren state, “Throughout Western societies, and 
most especially in North America, there has occurred a fundamental shift in the 
understanding and practice of the Christian story. It is no longer about God and what God 
is about in the world; it is about how God serves and meets human needs and desires.”7 
This is an apt description of how many who belong to Northminster Presbyterian Church 
tend to see the Church’s ministry.  
 This framework for understanding the purpose of the Church has affected how 
Northminster understands the local church’s ministry. It is evident even in some of the 
interviews with NCG participants conducted at the beginning of the NCG experiment. 
One person stated that the purpose of the church is to serve as the beginning point “for 
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young families to get started.”8 While there is value in helping young families grow 
spiritually, this desire to help young families “get started” is often expressed in terms of 
striving to meet the needs of young families. The focus of the church, then, begins to 
revolve around becoming a place where young families can enjoy themselves. This 
mentality reflects the same problem described by T. J. Gorringe in A Theology of the 
Built Environment, when he discusses suburban culture and its assumption that the 
purpose for the existence of the suburbs is “leisure, refuge, escape.”9 In the same way, 
Northminster has been shaped by an understanding that people come to church to 
“escape,” to relax, and to find personal inspiration and motivation for living. 
 Churches often end up working to provide religious goods and services designed to 
make life easier for congregants. Unfortunately, this results in the local church losing 
sight of what really matters—namely, to join God in God’s mission in the world. Jesus 
demonstrated the mission of God in his own ministry. Matthew says that “Jesus went 
through all the towns and villages, teaching in their synagogues, proclaiming the good 
news of the kingdom and healing every disease and sickness” (Matthew 9:35). Jesus’ 
mission was not to provide ease of life or a sense of fulfillment for his followers but to 
bring healing and wholeness to those who were not yet his followers. Whereas Jesus’ 
disciples asked for positions of comfort and authority (cf. Mark 10:35-37, 41), Jesus 
instead sent them out to be “workers” in the “harvest”—a harvest consisting of people 
outside the congregation of Christ followers, who are “harassed and helpless, like sheep 
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without a shepherd” (Matthew 9:36-38). Making God’s kingdom known by bringing 
healing and wholeness to people (cf. Matthew 9:35) continues to be God’s mission, and 
the Church is called to join God in his mission. Just as Jesus gave authority to his 
disciples, not to provide comfort for themselves but to bring healing and wholeness to 
those who needed it (cf. Matthew 10:1), so Jesus sends the Church today with that same 
commission (cf. John 20:21). Part of the purpose of Neighborhood Connection Groups is 
to call into question the assumption that the Church exists primarily to meet people’s 
individual needs. As shown thus far in Northminster’s NCG experiment, this can be 
accomplished by sending people into the neighborhood to listen to neighbors and grow in 
awareness of how God is at work in the neighborhood. 
 
Christendom Culture 
Another framework affecting the way Northminster understands the world and its 
role within it derives from the culture of Christendom. According to Guder, Christendom 
refers to the “centuries in which Western civilization considered itself formally and 
officially Christian.”10 This period of history, it is argued, began with the legalization of 
Christianity in 313 when the Roman Emperor Constantine issued the Edict of Milan, 
giving Christianity “a position of privileged equality with other religions.”11 Until this 
time, the Church had been in a place of weakness within the Roman Empire. The period 
of Christendom began the moment Constantine announced his edict and thrust the Church 
into a position of power.  
                                                 
10 Guder, “Missional Church,” 5-6. 
11 Kreider, The Change of Conversion and the Origin of Christendom, 33. 
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This new status was, in a sense, a discontinuous change from what the Church had 
always known. Barry A. Harvey asserts the following: 
With the conversion of Constantine . . . the church faced a new situation for which 
it was largely unprepared. The same empire that had regularly ridiculed (and from 
time to time persecuted) the members of Christ’s body was now expressing 
interest in their story of salvation and its criteria of true universality, even to the 
point of inviting the church to order the imperial household.12 
 
Since the Emperor himself now claimed to be a Christian, Christianity no longer was a 
ridiculed and persecuted religion; rather, it took on a place of advantage and entitlement 
in the Roman Empire. The challenge for the Church would be to maintain its identity and 
sense of mission in light of this incredible development. Unfortunately, the change was 
so discontinuous that the Church all but lost sight of its mission. 
As a result, at this time in history, a new understanding of “Christian” began to 
emerge. This new understanding stemmed in part from the fact that Constantine was 
neither catechized nor baptized until shortly before his death.13 As a result, “Constantine 
offered the world a new possibility of an unbaptized, uncatechized person who 
nevertheless somehow was a Christian.”14 This led to a different breed of Christianity, 
one that did not require conversion or commitment. 
This new and unfamiliar brand of Christianity developed over a fairly short period 
of time. Harvey writes that before Constantine’s reign, “Christians constituted a distinct 
minority in the empire. . . . Recent estimates place the percentage of Christians in the 
                                                 
12 Barry A. Harvey, Another City (Harrisburg, PA: Trinity, 1999), 71. 
13 Ibid., 37. 
14 Ibid., 36. 
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empire around 300 C.E. at about 10 percent.”15 However, this quickly changed once 
Constantine became a Christian. Harvey goes on to say that “within a relatively short 
span of time being a Christian was the accepted norm of imperial society. . . . By the 
middle of the fourth century C.E. over 50 percent of the population had been baptized.”16 
This is an incredible departure from the Church’s pre-Constantinian existence. It is no 
wonder the Church was unable to maintain its sense of mission in light of such great 
change.  
Christendom affected the way the Church perceived the world and its ministry to 
it. “In Christendom,” says Kreider, “everyone is a Christian.”17 In other words, there is no 
category for people who are not Christians—therefore, no difference between people who 
have volitionally put their faith in Christ and those who have not. As a result, a new 
distinction emerged. In “Christendom the fundamental division is not between church and 
world but between clergy and laity.”18 This division resulted in setting up a caste of 
Christians who provided spiritual leadership and serviced those who were considered 
ordinary Christians. 
The effect of this is that ministry became something performed only by a select 
few—namely, the clergy. In such a framework, ministry no longer revolved around 
participating in God’s mission in the world, as it did in the time before Constantine. 
Rather, “in Christendom societies, mission often receives little emphasis, for the churches 
                                                 
15 Ibid., 67. 
16 Ibid., 68. 
17 Kreider, The Change of Conversion and the Origin of Christendom, 94. 
18 Ibid., 95. 
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concentrate upon the pastoral care of their people and the maintenance of their 
structures.”19 When everyone is considered a Christian, mission becomes obsolete; and 
when mission to those outside the Church is no longer necessary, the Church must find a 
new reason to exist. In Christendom, the purpose for a church’s continuation lies in 
providing spiritual goods and services to those who are considered ordinary Christians. 
To put it succinctly, where inviting people into the kingdom of God becomes 
unnecessary, the Church must find other reasons to perpetuate its existence. 
Whereas Christendom was a dominant force in Western culture for about fifteen 
hundred years, the era has come to an end. Christianity no longer has a place of 
prominence in the nations and societies that make up Western culture. Gerhard Lohfink 
states that “the illusion of living in a completely Christian society has been definitively 
and thoroughly demolished in our day.”20 As evidence of this new phenomenon, Kreider 
says, “In many countries shoppers flood the malls on Sundays, while Sunday morning 
has become a special time for sporting events.”21 This is evident even at Northminster 
Presbyterian Church. Whereas the oldest generation faithfully attends church every 
Sunday, younger generations attend far more infrequently. Soccer tournaments, 
gymnastics competitions, weekend getaways, and San Diego Chargers games on TV 
exert a powerful draw on younger church members on Sunday mornings. This new reality 
poses a serious challenge for churches because many churches still see the world through 
the framework of Christendom. 
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20 Gerhard Lohfink, Jesus and Community (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1984), 132. 
21 Ibid. 
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Many at Northminster Presbyterian Church have come to see the world through 
the lens of Christendom. This is because Christendom culture was still very strong during 
Northminster’s early years. As mentioned in Chapter 1 of this discussion, Northminster 
grew in those early years simply because Presbyterians who moved into the area would 
attend the nearest Presbyterian church, which happened to be Northminster. People came 
to church, because it was a social expectation. Now that Christendom has begun to 
disappear, churches generally and Northminster specifically no longer can assume people 
simply will come to church because it is expected of them.  
Some at Northminster have begun to understand that today’s North American 
culture no longer embodies a Christendom society. The effects of Christendom, however, 
continue to linger. Interviews conducted in the early part of the Neighborhood 
Connection Groups experiment reveal the presence of a Christendom framework. When 
asked about the purpose of the Church one participant stated, “the purpose of the church 
is to provide . . . a place to meet for the people.”22 Another participant said the church is 
“defined by friendships, lifestyle, how we live, how we raise our kids, how we interact 
with others, etc.”23 Both of these responses focus on what the church does for its 
members—provide a meeting place, nurture friendships, offer child-rearing advice, and 
other such services—revealing the fact that Christendom is still a primary construct by 
which those who belong to Northminster understand the Church and its relation to the 
world. 
 
                                                 
22 K. Scott, Pre-NCG interview. 
23 Sarno, Pre-NCG interview. 
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Ecclesiological Frameworks 
 Ecclesiological frameworks are those that have to do with a church’s 
understanding of itself. Northminster Presbyterian Church identifies itself primarily by 
means of two ecclesiological frameworks. The first has to do with Northminster being a 
congregation within the Presbyterian Church (USA) denomination, or PC(USA). The fact 
that it is a small church informs Northminster’s second ecclesiological framework.  
 
Ecclesiological Framework of Presbyterianism 
 The Presbyterian denomination traces its roots back to John Calvin and the 
Protestant Reformation in Geneva, Switzerland, in the 1500s.24 The word “Presbyterian” 
derives from the Greek word, presbuteros, which means “elder.”25 Calvin believed that 
the Church should be governed not by a pope and bishops but by the people and the 
leaders they elect. This was based on his understanding that “Jesus Christ is the only head 
of the church. . . . The Reformed [that is, those under the teaching of Calvin] believed 
that in the Roman Catholic Church the pope usurped Christ’s authority and power and 
was not a reliable representative of it.”26 Calvin promoted a form of civil government that 
combined “democracy with an aristocracy of merit” that would “provide . . . proper 
checks and balances.”27 This form of government made its way into the church, in the 
sense that the church is governed by a “session [a board of elders elected by the 
                                                 
24 James H. Smylie, A Brief History of the Presbyterians (Louisville: Geneva Press, 1996), 16-17. 
25 Joan S. Gray and Joyce C. Tucker, Presbyterian Polity for Church Officers, 3rd ed. (Louisville: 
Geneva Press, 1999), 4. 
26 Smylie, A Brief History of the Presbyterians, 24. 
27 Ibid., 25-26. 
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congregation] of which the pastor(s) is a member.”28  As a result, Presbyterian churches 
today are led not by pastors but by elders elected by the members, with the pastor serving 
essentially as one of the elected elders. 
 The framework of Presbyterianism affects Northminster in two ways. The first 
involves the polity of being governed by elected elders. This form of government has 
served to foster positive discussion about changes in the culture and the need for change 
in the congregation. Since the session is comprised of elders from various walks of life, a 
number of viewpoints are brought to the table for discussion. Some elders see the value 
of maintaining existing practices and traditional ways of doing things, while others 
emphasize how the world has changed and call for ongoing change in the church. While 
at times this can create a sense of gridlock and slow down the decision-making process, it 
also can lead to better outcomes in the long run. This requires effective management of 
the tension that can sometimes arise. However, when managed well and when every 
viewpoint is prayerfully considered, the session nearly always ends up making the best 
possible decision. 
 Another way in which Northminster is affected by the framework of 
Presbyterianism has to do with a declining commitment to the institution of the 
Presbyterian Church (USA). While Northminster has been fairly committed to the 
PC(USA) in the past, this is no longer the case for many of the newer members. In the 
past, Northminster saw through the lens of Presbyterianism fairly strongly. This was 
expressed in its commitment to the Presbytery of San Diego (the regional judicatory 
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overseeing the Presbyterian churches in San Diego and Imperial Counties). The remnant 
of that denominational commitment remains at Northminster in the form of groups like 
the Mariners and the Presbyterian Women’s Association. The Mariners are a group of 
elderly church members that today meet only occasionally and informally but for several 
decades met monthly as a sort of Presbyterian fellowship group. The Presbyterian 
Women’s Association is a group of ladies, now elderly, who have been meeting monthly 
for Bible study and fellowship for several decades. In addition to their monthly Bible 
study, they continue to participate actively in their overarching group, Presbyterian 
Women of the Presbytery. Groups like the Mariners and the Women’s Association 
continue to meet but have not been successful in attracting new and younger participants. 
 As the next generation of church members has begun to step into leadership, it has 
become clear that the kind of commitment formerly shown to the denomination as an 
institution is waning. Few of the younger members, for instance, have any interest in 
what is going on at the regional presbytery level or at the national denominational level. 
Several years ago, when the PC(USA) was wrestling with the issue of ordaining people 
who are openly gay, I wrote an e-mail to Northminster’s elders explaining what was 
going on with that issue in the larger denomination. Even though I told the elders to let 
me know if they had any questions, not one elder e-mailed me back. At the next session 
meeting, I asked if anyone had any questions about that issue. After a few moments of 
silence, one elder asked, “Will this affect anything we’re doing here at Northminster?” 
After I told them it would not, the conversation moved on to other topics. There is 
simply little energy or concern among younger members in regard to what is happening 
in the broader PC(USA).  
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Northminster is not alone in experiencing a decreased commitment to the 
denomination. Gil Rendle recognizes this when he says, “One of the frustrations of 
denominations is the ‘weakening’ of the relationship between the congregation and the 
denomination.”29 Whereas local churches were once very committed to their 
denomination, this is no longer the case for many churches, including Northminster. 
Rendle adds, “It is no longer a badge of honor to be a ‘good’ denominational church or 
pastor.”30 This “weakening” relationship with the PC(USA) is certainly at work at 
Northminster. As a result of this “weakening” relationship, there have been some tense 
moments between factions within the congregation. Some of the older members of the 
congregation, for instance, expressed their anger when the session decided to drop the 
word “Presbyterian” from the church’s logo and letterhead. The tension eventually 
subsided as even the older members have begun to recognize the fact that younger 
generations are interested not in the wider denomination but simply in the local 
congregation. Some have begun to recognize, or at least are coming to terms with, the 
fact that it is not the denominational designation that matters to people today. What 
matters is whether or not the church is responding to God’s call to join him in mission.  
 For many at Northminster, the framework of Presbyterianism has served to 
highlight the changing nature of society and culture. In a sense, it has illuminated the 
reality that Northminster no longer exists in a Christendom culture. For example, some 
have argued that Northminster should not only eliminate the word “Presbyterian” from its 
logo and letterhead, as it already has, but should completely drop the word “Presbyterian” 
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from any and all of its signage and literature in order to be appear less threatening to 
those who might be repelled by a word like “Presbyterian.” Others, on the other hand, 
have argued that Northminster must maintain its Presbyterian identity by keeping the 
word so that people in the community know who and what Northminster represents. Still 
others have argued that the debate over dropping or keeping the denominational 
designation entirely misses the point of what really matters, namely reaching out to the 
community. While the debate over the word “Presbyterian” has not been a major issue in 
the congregation, it has consumed more of the church’s energy than necessary. There 
may come a day when removing the word “Presbyterian” is the natural next step, or 
perhaps that day will never come. In the end, it does not matter. What matters is joining 
God in mission to the neighborhood. 
 
Ecclesiological Framework of Being a Small Church 
 Another ecclesiological framework by which Northminster views itself and the 
world is the framework of being a small church. Northminster has an average weekly 
worship service attendance of about ninety people.31 Rendle points out that “the average 
attendance over all congregations in the United States is seventy-five people.”32 Thus, 
Northminster’s weekly attendance is only slightly higher than the national average.  
Relationships are a significant aspect of what it means to be a small church, and 
Northminster is no exception. Rendle says, “In many of our small and midsize highly 
relational congregations, faith formation continues to be expressed through 
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relationships.”33 As a small church, the people of Northminster want relationships, not 
only with one another but also with their pastor. As a result, pastoral care is an important 
need for many of those who belong to Northminster, especially those who have been a 
part of Northminster for many years. The longing for pastoral care derives at least in part 
from the previously installed pastor, whose primary ministry emphasis as pastor was 
expressed in terms of pastoral care. In fact, when I first began as pastor of Northminster, I 
met with the previous pastor in order to get to know the congregation a bit from his 
perspective. One of the things he told me was that if he ever heard that someone was in 
the hospital, he would drop whatever he was doing and go visit that person. The practice 
of this previous pastor has generated expectations among older members of the 
congregation that pastoral care should be a major priority of the pastor’s ministry. 
Certain assumptions about being a small church have been challenged and 
debated in recent years. For instance, some have suggested that the pastor ought to be on 
call seven days a week, twenty-four hours a day, even when on vacation. Others have 
said that is an unreasonable expectation. 
The expectations that derive from the framework of being a small church are 
connected to the frameworks of expressive individualism and Christendom. Both of these 
frameworks feed the longing for pastoral care. Within the framework of expressive 
individualism, “pastoral leadership has come to be defined in terms of therapeutic care,”34 
so that the leader’s primary duty is to care for the needs of the congregants. Within the 
framework of Christendom, “the clergy serves the populace by providing religious 
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leadership and other services,”35 of which pastoral care is a key service. Within the 
framework of being a small church, pastoral care is a valued practice because 
relationships are a primary value. 
The Neighborhood Connection Groups project was designed to help participants 
experience the reality that a small church can do more than merely nurture relationships 
among church members. By focusing primarily on cultivating such relationships, small 
churches tend to tell stories that, according to Rendle, are “safe and weak.” 36 He adds, 
“When congregations are asked to describe themselves, they often restrict themselves to 
safe adjectives such as warm and friendly, descriptions that are hardly purposeful.” 37  
The hope of the NCG experiment was to move the church away from the “safe and weak” 
stories that the small church framework tends to promote. Instead, the NCG experiment 
sought to elicit new stories, stories that have nothing to do with being a small church or 
with being “safe” or “warm” or “friendly.” Rather, the NCG experiment was designed to 
discover and draw out new, strong stories of what God was doing in the neighborhood 
and of participating with him in these endeavors. 
 
A New Framework for Missional Formation 
 The social, cultural, and ecclesiological frameworks mentioned in the previous 
section have shaped and influenced Northminster Presbyterian Church. In order for 
Northminster to begin to move toward greater missional ministry and an understanding 
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that ministry begins where each person lives their lives, a new framework for 
understanding the church and the world is necessary. The Neighborhood Connection 
Groups project is designed to initiate a new framework for the missional formation of 
Northminster Presbyterian Church, as it moves people from striving for equilibrium to 
embracing disequilibrium and transitions them from a mindset of problem solving to a 
focus on learning. 
 
From Equilibrium to Disequilibrium 
Equilibrium refers to that sense of “stability” to which “leaders and their 
organizations want to . . . return.”38  A church is in a state of equilibrium when it 
understands and is able to adjust appropriately to its context and the cultural forces and 
influences acting on it. The Church lived in a state of equilibrium during the age of 
Christendom. The Church understood the various influences and elements of 
Christendom culture, and it knew how to act in that context. 
 Now, however, the Church is living in a state of disequilibrium. The Church has 
not yet adjusted to the cultural forces and influences acting upon it. It is striving for 
equilibrium, but currently the Church is in a state of liminality. Liminality refers to an in-
between state. What was is no more; what will be is not yet known. Liminality “describes 
what happens to people separated from their known worlds.”39 Originally, liminality was 
used to refer “to rites of passage processes in preindustrial cultures.”40 The transition 
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39 Ibid., 94. 
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from boyhood to manhood, for instance, often involves a period of liminality in such 
cultures, in which “the young boy is separated from the primary matriarchal social nexus 
of his childhood.”41 He then is sent “into the wilderness, or some other ritual location, to 
discover the essence of manhood.”42 This time in the wilderness is an in-between time. 
He is no longer a boy but not yet a man. The Church also finds itself in an in-between 
time in a similar way. It finds itself in a period of liminality. 
Just as the boys mentioned above are separated from their familiar world, the 
Church has been separated from the world it once knew, the world of Christendom. The 
Church in the West was once located at the center of culture, but this is no longer the 
case. Today, “churches increasingly find themselves in a vast free market of spirituality 
and choices of complex proportions. They have become but one more special interest 
group anxiously seeking a market niche in the culture.”43 This is a new condition for 
Western churches. Not since the centuries before Constantine has the Church not been at 
the center of culture. It was a major shift then from persecuted to central, and it is a major 
shift now from central to peripheral. “Just as the fourth century adoption of Christianity 
by Constantine forced the church to struggle with its self-understanding as the new center 
of the culture,” states Roxburgh, “twentieth-century Christians must now struggle to 
understand the meaning of their social location in a decentered world.”44 This 
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“decentered world” is the Church’s place of liminality. The Church must find its way 
through this liminal period into a new way of being the Church in the world. 
Since the Church finds itself in this liminal place, today it is in a state of 
disequilibrium. It is in a place where the opposing or divergent influences of the culture 
are such that the Church does not know how to adjust in order to restore equilibrium. The 
Church’s natural tendency is to try to recover equilibrium by restoring itself to a position 
of influence in society. As Roxburgh puts it, “For the moment, the impulse and reflex of 
the churches is in finding a way of return to the cultural center.”45 However, as it moves 
through this period of liminality and disequilibrium, the Church must avoid the desire to 
maintain equilibrium. Now that Christendom essentially has come to an end, the Church 
is no longer at the center of culture and, therefore, no longer in a state of equilibrium. In 
this state of liminality and disequilibrium, “the basic drive of a group . . . is to find a way 
of returning to its former state.”46 The question, however, is whether the Church should 
seek to return to its former state. 
This condition of liminality and disequilibrium is not necessarily something to be 
avoided. In fact, Richard T. Pascale, Mark Milleman, and Linda Gioja state, “When a 
living system is in a state of equilibrium, it is less responsive to changes occurring around 
it. This places it at maximum risk.”47 As a result, “prolonged equilibrium dulls an 
organism’s senses and saps its ability to arouse itself appropriately in the face of 
                                                 
45 Roxburgh, The Missionary Congregation, Leadership and Liminality, 26. 
46 Ibid. 
47 Pascale, Milleman, and Gioja. Surfing the Edge of Chaos, 6. 
117 
danger.”48 The experience of liminality, rather than bring about the demise of the Church 
in the West, may actually stir up the Church’s “ability to arouse itself” in the face of 
challenging circumstances. If the Church presses on through the liminal stage and into 
deeper disequilibrium, the Church may emerge on the other side more alive than ever. 
A new framework for missional formation understands this period of liminality 
and disequilibrium as an opportunity. Such a framework deliberately engages the chaos 
of liminality and invites the Church into the chaos. Using the word “wilderness” to mean 
the same thing as liminality, Rendle states, “To live in the changed culture, we need to 
accept the transformative power of the chaos that is found in the wilderness and the new 
order that it promises for our lives.”49 The Neighborhood Connection Groups project is 
designed to help church members begin to intentionally engage the chaos and 
disequilibrium of this liminal period by actively engaging their neighborhoods. It is by 
embracing this framework of active engagement, followed by thoughtful reflection, that 
the Church can move through the chaos of this liminal period into a deeper understanding 
of what God is up to in the world and how God is calling the Church to adjust in the 
midst of disequilibrium. 
 
From Problem Solving to Learning 
 The challenge of liminality is an adaptive challenge. It is a challenge for which 
there are as yet no sure answers, a problem for which “no adequate response has yet been 
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developed.”50 The specific adaptive challenge for Northminster Presbyterian Church, 
mentioned in Chapter 1, focuses on how to help congregants discover that ministry 
begins not in the church but in their own lives—where they work, eat, sleep, and play. 
This is not an easy challenge to address. There are no resources or easy answers available 
to help overcome this adaptive issue. In order to find the answer, to overcome the 
challenge, Northminster will have to find its own answers. 
 To find these answers, Northminster will have to move from a framework of 
problem solving to one of learning. Problem solving tends to work well with technical 
challenges. A technical challenge is a problem for which the solution already exists. 
Heifetz writes that some “problems are technical in the sense that we know already how 
to respond to them.”51 When we face a technical problem, the most effective response is 
to solve the problem. 
 However, Northminster Presbyterian Church’s challenge is not a technical 
challenge; it is an adaptive challenge. Therefore, there is no existing solution to the issue. 
Problem solving will not help Northminster address the adaptive challenge. Rather, 
learning is required.  
Northminster’s adaptive challenge is an opportunity to learn. Learning is, in fact, 
exactly what is called for when one is in the midst of an adaptive challenge. While it 
would be easy for churches to simply become discouraged over their growing 
ineffectiveness in connecting with the culture, Rendle points out that “the appropriate 
response to disappointment and failure in the wilderness is not to ask what we did wrong, 
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but what we learned so far.”52 For instance, rather than focusing on the apparent problem 
of declining church membership and attendance, and how to solve the problem as quickly 
as possible—perhaps by purchasing a new organ or starting a contemporary worship 
band—a church would be better off asking what it can learn from its declining 
membership and attendance. An adaptive challenge always calls for learning first; solving 
the problem comes later. As Rendle states, “The appropriate response to adaptive work is 
not action (problem solving); it is learning.”53 Churches can move through the liminal 
stage by approaching the problems they face as opportunities to learn. 
 The Neighborhood Connection Groups project is an attempt to learn in the midst 
of the church’s liminal experience. The means by which learning takes place is the 
process of action and reflection as outlined in Chapter 3. The action-reflection process 
involves a different kind of action than that to which Rendle refers in the above quote. 
Action in this process does not refer to problem solving; it refers to experimentation. 
More specifically, action here refers to participation in a neighborhood group.  
 The process of action and reflection in the Neighborhood Connection Groups 
project allows the NCG participants to develop a larger perspective on the challenge of 
being a church in a liminal context. They do this by spending time in their neighborhood 
activity groups and then taking the time to reflect on what they experienced in those 
groups. The reflection component of this process may be thought of in terms of what 
Heifetz and Linsky refer to as “getting off the dance floor and going to the balcony.”54  
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They use the image of getting on the balcony, because it “captures the mental activity of 
stepping back in the midst of action and asking, ‘What’s really going on here?’”55  
Taking a step back, getting a broader perspective, “going to the balcony,” is a critical step 
in the NCG process of learning. 
 While Northminster has been influenced by such frameworks as expressive 
individualism, the culture of Christendom, Presbyterianism, and a small church mindset, 
Neighborhood Connection Groups will help Northminster begin to develop a new 
framework for missional engagement. This new framework will emerge as the NCG 
participants engage their neighborhoods, entering into and embracing the reality of the 
Church’s current state of disequilibrium and liminality. As participants become involved 
in their Neighborhood Connection Groups and reflect together on their neighborhood 
experiences, they will begin to move from a problem-solving mentality to a focus on 
learning. From the learning that emerges, Neighborhood Connection Group participants 
and even Northminster as a whole can begin to discover what God is up to in the 
neighborhood and how Northminster might join God in what God is doing. 
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CHAPTER 7 
DEVELOPING A THEOLOGY OF GOD IN THE NEIGHBORHOOD 
 
 The Neighborhood Connection Groups project is theologically grounded in the 
assumption that God is already at work in the neighborhood. This assumption is rooted in 
two theological doctrines: the sovereignty of God and the incarnation of God in Jesus. 
This chapter will explore how these two doctrines support an understanding that God is 
ahead of the Church ministering in the community and how the Neighborhood 
Connection Groups project has contributed to a deepening of that understanding. 
 
The Sovereignty of God 
 The sovereignty of God refers to God’s ability to act as he chooses. According to 
the Dictionary of Bible Themes, it is “the fact that God is free and able to do all that he 
wills; that he reigns over all creation and that his will is the final cause of all things.”1 
The idea of God as sovereign implies that God has both the power and the freedom to do 
anything. This understanding that God can and does do as he wills is foundational to an 
understanding that God is already at work out in the neighborhood. 
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God’s Sovereignty in Reformed Theology 
 The belief that God is sovereign, that God has the ability and license to do as he 
pleases, is seen throughout the Scriptures. The Psalmist, for instance, speaks of God’s 
sovereignty when he says, “The Lord does whatever pleases him, in the heavens and on 
the earth, in the seas and all their depths” (Psalm 135:6). Nothing, says the Psalmist, is 
beyond the reach of God’s ability to do what he wills. Likewise, Isaiah refers to the 
sovereignty of God when God says through the prophet, “I make known the end from the 
beginning, from ancient times, what is still to come. I say, ‘My purpose will stand, and I 
will do all that I please’” (Isaiah 46:10). By openly declaring that he has the power and 
freedom to do as he pleases from “beginning” to “end,” God establishes his sovereignty 
in every aspect of life. In the New Testament, the apostle Paul also teaches the 
sovereignty of God when he writes to the Philippian church that “it is God who works in 
you to will and to act in order to fulfill his good purpose” (Philippians 2:13). Essentially, 
God is at work in each person moving in such a way as to accomplish whatever he 
intends. These are only three examples, but the Old and New Testaments are full of 
references to God’s ability and freedom to act as he wills in the world. 
The sovereignty of God is a foundational doctrine in Reformed theology, which is 
rooted in the theology of Calvin, a French reformer and theologian who lived in Geneva 
Switzerland during the Protestant Reformation.2 Calvin often used the word “providence” 
as a synonym for God’s sovereignty. In describing God’s providence, Calvin said that it 
is not the kind of sovereignty “by which the Deity, sitting idly in heaven, looks on at 
                                                 
2 The Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church, 2005 ed., s.vv. “Calvin, John.” 
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what is taking place in the world, but one by which he, as it were, holds the helms and 
overrules all events.”3 Calvin understood God’s sovereignty to include absolute control 
over everything. “His providence,” Calvin says, “extends not less to the hand than to the 
eye.”4 According to Calvin nothing that exists lies outside the range of God’s control. 
This understanding of God’s power over all creation is evident throughout Calvin’s 
writings. In his commentary on Psalm 33, for instance, Calvin writes: “The conditions of 
men do not come about by chance. God directs in hidden ways all that takes place.”5 
While many today would argue that Calvin “made no attempt to reduce the biblical 
message to any one central idea,”6 it is clear from Calvin’s writings that “God’s 
sovereign control” was a key theme in Calvin’s theology.7   
God’s providential action, according to Calvin, is discharged in every aspect of 
life. This includes even those times when Christians suffer at the hands of their enemies. 
“When unjustly assailed by men,” writes Calvin, “overlooking their malice (which could 
only aggravate our grief, and whet our minds for vengeance), let us remember to ascend 
to God, and learn to hold it for certain, that whatever an enemy wickedly committed 
against us was permitted, and sent by his righteous dispensation.”8 For Calvin, the fact 
that God is sovereign even in the midst of suffering is a reason for hope because God is 
                                                 
3 John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion (Bellingham, WA: Logos Bible Software, 1997), 
I.XVI.4. 
 
4 Ibid. 
5 J. Haroutunian and L. P. Smith, Calvin: Commentaries (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1958), 
263. 
 
6 Ibid. 
7 Ibid. 
8 Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, I.XVII.8. 
124 
the one who allowed it to happen. It is a reminder that God is still in control. The one 
who suffers and who trusts in the sovereignty of God, says Calvin, understands that “the 
Lord willed it, it must therefore be borne; not only because it is unlawful to strive with 
him, but because he wills nothing that is not just and befitting.”9 Calvin believed that 
whatever a human being experiences is rooted in the goodness and justice of God. 
The doctrine of God’s sovereignty establishes that God is at work in the world in 
all things, whether good or bad from a human perspective. For example, God’s sovereign 
activity is evident throughout the story of Joseph in Genesis 37 through 50. Genesis 
37:28 shows that Joseph, the eleventh son of Jacob, is sold into slavery by his brothers. 
Over the next several chapters of Genesis, the reader sees Joseph rise to power in the 
household of Potiphar, his master, because “the Lord was with him and. . . . the Lord 
gave him success in everything he did” (Genesis 39:3-4). From the very beginning of his 
time in Egypt, Joseph’s path is portrayed as being guided by God. Soon Joseph finds 
himself in prison after being falsely accused by Potiphar’s wife of attempted rape (cf. 
Genesis 39:17-20). However, once again the author of Genesis reveals that even in prison 
“the Lord was with him” (Genesis 39:21). 
God continues to be at work throughout the story of Joseph. God gives Joseph 
favor in the eyes of the warden while in prison (cf. Genesis 39:21) and allows him to 
interpret the dreams of Pharaoh’s cupbearer and baker, who are also in prison (cf. 
Genesis 40:5-22). Later, when Joseph is asked to interpret Pharaoh’s dream, Joseph says 
to Pharaoh, “I cannot do it . . . but God will give Pharaoh the answer he desires” (Genesis 
41:16). The answer, Joseph makes clear, will come to Pharaoh not due to Joseph’s power 
                                                 
9 Ibid. 
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but due to God’s power. While interpreting the dream, Joseph emphasizes that it is not 
rooted in human authority; rather, “God has revealed to Pharaoh what he is about to do” 
(Genesis 41:25). In the end, Pharaoh is so impressed with Joseph that he makes him 
second in command of all of Egypt. This story reveals that God’s sovereign activity is 
present throughout Joseph’s journey, from the actions of his family to slavery and from 
the events of prison to political power. 
Eventually, Joseph’s brothers come to Egypt to buy grain due to the global famine 
(Genesis 42:3). They bow down before Joseph and do not recognize their brother 
(Genesis 42:6). Joseph does not at first reveal himself to his brothers; but when he does, 
he extends forgiveness to them. Joseph refers to God’s sovereign action, when he says to 
these brothers who sold him into slavery, “You intended to harm me, but God intended it 
for good to accomplish what is now being done, the saving of many lives” (Genesis 
50:20). To affirm the doctrine of God’s sovereignty, then, is to affirm with the apostle 
Paul that “in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been 
called according to his purpose” (Romans 8:28). An understanding of God’s sovereignty 
recognizes that God is at work to accomplish what he intends regardless of the 
circumstances, whether good or bad. 
 
The Effect of the Doctrine of God’s Sovereignty on Northminster 
Presbyterian Church 
 
Northminster Presbyterian Church belongs to the Reformed tradition, so the 
concept of the sovereignty of God is not unfamiliar to Northminster. The congregation’s 
understanding of the providence of God is not quite as staunch as that of Calvin. While 
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Calvin would argue that God absolutely controls everything, Northminster’s 
understanding of God’s sovereignty emphasizes more the idea that God is present and 
active in the midst of people’s ability to make free choices and works to accomplish his 
will whenever he chooses to do so. This does not mean, however, that Northminster does 
not trace its roots to the theology of Calvin. It does mean that Northminster’s Reformed 
heritage has informed its belief that God is at work in the world and will bring to fruition 
all that he intends.  
Following Calvin’s Reformation in Switzerland, a man named John Knox took the 
teachings of the Reformation to his home in Scotland. Impressed with Calvin’s church in 
Geneva, Knox described Geneva as “the most perfect school of Christ on earth since the 
days of the apostles.”10 When he returned to Scotland in 1559, Knox’s “relentless efforts . . . 
made Scotland the most Calvinistic country in the world and the birthplace of modern 
Presbyterianism.”11 Thanks to Knox’s “relentless efforts,” Presbyterianism eventually made 
its way to North America in 1683 when Francis Makemie, often considered the “Father of 
American Presbyterian . . . settled on the Eastern Shore of Virginia.”12 From there, 
Presbyterianism spread to all regions of what would become the United States of America. 
In this way, it was Calvin’s theology and teachings that “laid the foundations of the 
Presbyterian Church,”13 of which Northminster Presbyterian Church is a part. 
                                                 
10 D. S. Dockery et al., Holman Bible Handbook (Nashville: Holman Bible Publishers, 1992), 
870-871. 
 
11 S. Rusten with E. Michael, The Complete Book of When and Where in the Bible and throughout 
History (Wheaton, IL: Tyndale House Publishers, Inc., 2005), 239. 
 
12 Smylie, A Brief History of the Presbyterians, 39. 
13 Baker’s Dictionary of Practical Theology, 1967 ed., s.vv. “The Presbyterian Church.” 
127 
As a congregation in the Reformed tradition, Northminster Presbyterian Church 
believes in the sovereignty of God. This belief in God’s sovereignty has cultivated in 
Northminster a sense of trust in God. As a church, Northminster believes that all things 
are under the power and guidance of God (cf. 1 Chronicles 29:12) and that God has the 
ability to do as God wills in the world (cf. Isaiah 14:24). Whereas the human tendency is 
to believe that outcomes depend entirely on human effort, a belief in God’s sovereignty is 
a reminder that the outcomes depend wholly on God. As Northminster engages in 
ministry efforts in the community, there is deep trust that God’s purposes will be 
accomplished whether or not a particular ministry effort is deemed to be a success or a 
failure. 
An understanding of God’s sovereignty also has fostered for Northminster a 
recognition that God is at work in the world, even beyond the activity of the church. If it 
is true that God is sovereign over all the world, and that God works to accomplish his will 
in the world, then Northminster can trust that God is at work—not only on the other side 
of the globe but also in the apartment building next door and at the middle school down 
the street. This is good news for a church existing in a liminal period, because it is a 
reminder that success does not depend solely on human efforts. 
 
The Incarnation 
 The incarnation is the belief that God became a human being in the man Jesus 
Christ. It is “the doctrine that in Jesus of Nazareth God took on human flesh and became 
the divine God-man.”14 This understanding of Jesus’ identity is attested to throughout the 
                                                 
14 Baker Encyclopedia of the Bible, 1988 ed., s.vv. “Incarnation.” 
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New Testament. Referring to Jesus as “the Word,” John says, “In the beginning was the 
Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God” (John 1:1). Jesus, a human 
being, not only existed before he was born; but in some way, he actually is the God of the 
universe Matthew alludes to in the incarnation in the story of the angel’s birth 
announcement to Joseph. Telling Joseph that the child growing in Mary’s womb is “from 
the Holy Spirit” (Matthew 1:20), the angel then quotes from the Old Testament to explain 
Jesus’ miraculous origin: “The virgin will conceive and give birth to a son, and they will 
call him Immanuel’ (which means ‘God with us’)” (Matthew 1:23; cf. Isaiah 7:14). This 
miraculous conception of Jesus in the womb of a virgin by means of the Holy Spirit 
points to the incarnation of God in Jesus. Not only that, the meaning of the name 
“Immanuel” given by the angel reveals that this child is in some way the embodiment of 
“God with us.” This idea of the incarnation is an essential aspect of who this Jesus is.  
The Pauline epistles also depict Jesus as the incarnation of God. In his letter to the 
Colossians, Paul refers to Jesus as “the image of the invisible God” (Colossians 1:15). 
When people look at this Jesus, Paul points out, what they see is God. He goes on to say 
that “in him all things were created” (Colossians 1:16) and that “God was pleased to have 
all his fullness dwell in him” (Colossians 1:19). Paul believed not only that this man is 
the creator of all that exists but that all of God is fully present in Jesus. Furthermore, 
Paul’s hymn of Philippians 2 speaks of Jesus, “Who, being in very nature God, did not 
consider equality with God something to be used to his own advantage; rather he made 
himself nothing by taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness” 
(Philippians 2:6-7). As one reads such Scriptures referring to the incarnation of God in 
129 
Jesus throughout the New Testament, it becomes increasingly clear that recognizing Jesus 
as God in the flesh is a key conviction of the Christian faith. 
The incarnation is a model for the Church’s ministry in the world. Lesslie 
Newbigin stresses this when he says, “In the Church the mission of Jesus is continued.”15 
One might say that the mission and presence of Jesus are now incarnated in the Church, 
the Body of Christ. When Jesus appears to the disciples after the resurrection, for 
example, he says to them, “As the Father has sent me, I am sending you” (John 20:21). 
The mission of Jesus now becomes the mission of his followers. Immediately following 
Jesus’ words, John states, “And with that he breathed on them and said, ‘Receive the 
Holy Spirit’” (John 20:22). In other words, the Spirit that resided uniquely in Jesus now 
was given to the followers of Jesus. Whereas Jesus was the incarnation of God in the 
world, the people of God now become the manifestation of Christ’s presence in the 
world. It is no wonder that Paul refers to the Church as the “body” of Christ (cf. 
Colossians 1:24). The Church truly is the presence of Christ in the world. God’s method 
of ministry through the incarnation thus becomes the foundation of the Church’s ministry 
to the world. 
 The doctrine of the incarnation shows that God did not wait for human beings to 
reach out to God. This is revealed through Paul’s statement in Romans 5:8b. He writes: 
“While we were still sinners, Christ died for us.” God did not wait for humanity to 
become holy enough or spiritual enough or good enough for God. Rather, “God took the 
                                                 
15 Newbigin, The Gospel in a Pluralist Society, 118. 
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initiative in a situation where there was nothing but sin to be seen.”16 God entered into 
the human condition (cf. John 1:14), including death (cf. Philippians 2:8), while human 
beings were still sinful. God illustrates divine initiative. 
 Likewise, the Church as the presence of Christ in the world today is called to take 
the initiative in ministry to the world. Jesus prepared his disciples early on for this 
ministry while he was still with them. In Luke 10, Jesus sends out the disciples “ahead of 
him to every town and place where he was about to go” (Luke 10:1). Jesus did not tell his 
disciples to wait until they saw a need or were asked a question. He instructed them to 
take the initiative in going to the places where he planned to minister. Later, just prior to 
his ascension, Jesus told his disciples, “You will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all 
Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth” (Acts 1:8). No longer were they to 
remain only in Jerusalem. Now they were to take the ministry that Jesus began to familiar 
regions like Judea, to uncomfortable places like Samaria, and even to locations around 
the world they did not yet know. This mission is not limited to the first apostles; rather, it 
extends to the Church today. 
This call to take the initiative in mission is a challenge for churches living in a 
post-Christendom culture. Under Christendom, churches did not need to initiate in terms 
of reaching out to people. Rather, people simply came to the churches. Hunsberger states 
that in a Christendom culture, “‘Church’ is conceived . . . as the place where a 
Christianized civilization gathers for worship, and the place where the Christian character 
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of the society is cultivated.”17 In a post-Christendom society, however, rather than 
expecting the neighborhood to come to a church, the Church must take the initiative to 
incarnate itself in the neighborhood. 
The incarnation also reveals that God did not come to dominate humanity. Rather, 
God came to dwell with humanity in weakness and humility. As mentioned above, Paul 
in his letter to the Philippians describes Jesus as one who “made himself nothing by 
taking the very nature of a servant” (Philippians 2:7). That God in Jesus “made himself 
nothing” makes it clear that dominating the world was not on God’s agenda. Instead, God 
came to dwell with humanity. In John 1:14, John writes: “The Word became flesh and 
made his dwelling among us.” The words “made his dwelling” are in Greek the single 
word, σκηνώσει. The root of this word, σκηνόω, means “to live or dwell”18 and is related 
to the noun, σκηνή, which means “tent.”19 In the Septuagint (the Greek translation of the 
Old Testament), σκηνή is used to refer to the Tabernacle, the tent in which God 
symbolically lived among his people before the temple was built (Exodus 25:8-9). The 
International Standard Version of the New Testament translates this verse by saying that 
the Word “tabernacled among us.”20 In essence, God “pitched his tent” among humanity; 
or, as Eugene Peterson puts it in The Message, “the Word became flesh and blood and 
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20 International Standard Version New Testament, ver. 1.1 (Yorba Linda, CA: The Learning 
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moved into the neighborhood” (John 1:14).21 The incarnation of God in Jesus shows how 
God did not come to dominate the world but to live among his creation. 
Similarly, churches are called not to dominate their neighborhoods but to indwell 
their neighborhoods. Lohfink says, “It is one of the church’s tragic blind spots that it 
again and again seeks to protect its authority . . . through domination.”22  Domination—
by means of such things as legislation, lawsuits, and war—is how the world seeks to 
protect its authority. When the Church tries to dominate its culture, the result is that the 
Body of Christ actually “undermines its authority . . . and does serious harm to the 
gospel.”23 The gospel becomes not something to be embraced but something to be 
resisted. It is essential, therefore, that the Church recognize that it is not called to 
dominate the world. Rather, the Church is called to indwell the world as Jesus did. The 
Body of Christ is called to “move into the neighborhood” (John 1:14, Message). Just as 
Jesus came into the world in a condition of powerlessness, fragility, and poverty, so 
God’s people are called to enter the world with the same approach. As churches move 
into their neighborhood in a posture of weakness, rather than domination, the 
neighborhood over time is able to receive the gospel as a blessing and as something to be 
embraced. 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
21 Eugene Peterson, The Message: the Bible in contemporary language (Colorado Springs, CO: 
NavPress, 2005). 
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23 Ibid. 
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God Is Ahead of the Church 
 God is at work in the world in places the Church has not yet engaged. Newbigin 
refers to this reality as “the previousness of the kingdom.”24 This “previousness” appears 
throughout the Scriptures. In the Old Testament, God is portrayed as being at work even 
among foreign nations. The stories of Joseph and Daniel, for instance, tell of a God who 
gives dreams to the pagan kings of those nations (Genesis 41:1-7; Daniel 2:1, 4:10-17). It is 
only after God has been at work through these dreams that Joseph and Daniel are invited to 
join in God’s work by interpreting the dreams (Genesis 41:25-32; Daniel 2:29-45; 4:20-27). 
God does not act only through foreign royalty. God worked through a prostitute, Rahab, 
when God handed the city of Jericho over to the Israelites (Joshua 2:1-24; 5:24-25). Ruth, a 
Moabite woman, was another foreigner in whose life God was active—in this case, to bless 
her Israelite mother-in-law, Naomi (Ruth 4:14-15), as well as to become the great 
grandmother of King David (Ruth 4:21-22). God worked through these two women in an 
even more astounding way; Matthew reveals that these two women were in the lineage of 
Jesus, God’s Messiah (Matthew 1:5). Clearly, God is not limited to working only through 
his people. 
God also is shown to be ahead of the Church in the New Testament. When the 
apostle Peter is invited to the house of the Roman centurion, Cornelius (Acts 10:22), 
Peter finds that the Holy Spirit already has been at work in Cornelius’ household (Acts 
10:22). As Peter begins to speak, he does little more than simply participate with what 
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God is doing. He watches with amazement while “the gift of the Holy Spirit” (Acts 
10:45) is poured out on all those listening to him.  
Soon thereafter, the apostles find the Gentile city of Antioch already full of 
Christians, thanks to “men from Cyprus and Cyrene, [who] went to Antioch and began to 
speak to Greeks also, telling them the good news about the Lord Jesus” (Acts 11:20). 
Apparently, God already was calling people to follow Christ before the apostles even 
arrive. The existence of the church in Antioch eventually leads to a significant meeting of 
the apostles and elders in Jerusalem (Acts 15:1-4). After much wrestling over whether or 
not Gentiles should be required to be circumcised according to Jewish law (Acts 15:5-12), 
the apostles and church leaders ultimately decide, under the leadership of James, that since 
God already has given the Gentiles the Holy Spirit, then there is no reason to require 
circumcision (Acts 15:13-20). This event was a key moment in the life of the Church. 
Since the apostles were open to seeing what God was already doing out in the world, they 
were able to make a critical shift. Rather than holding on to the gospel as something that 
was only for Jews or Jewish converts, the apostles were able to welcome Gentiles into the 
church without any prerequisites such as circumcision. They were able to follow what 
God was initiating and adapt to what God was doing already.  
 Since the Scriptures are replete with examples of God at work ahead of God’s 
people, the Church today can trust that God continues to be at work in the world ahead of 
the Church. “The king of all is everywhere and his kingdom is everywhere.”25 The 
Church can be sure that there is no place where God is not present in some way. God’s 
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135 
activity is not limited to the geographical location of God’s people, nor does the Church 
need to be anxious over the success of its ministry. Newbigin states, “The church’s 
witness is secondary and derivative. The church is witness insofar as it follows obediently 
where the Spirit leads.”26 Ministry success can be measured, not in terms of size or 
numbers but in terms of the Church’s obedience to the Spirit. As Schreiter puts it, “The 
prevailing mode of evangelization and church development should be one of finding 
Christ in the situation rather than concentrating on bringing Christ into the situation.”27 
This becomes possible when God’s people take steps to become aware of what God is 
doing in the world. “Finding Christ in the situation” is exactly what the Neighborhood 
Connection Groups project is designed to do.  
 
Neighborhood Connection Groups and a Theology of God  
in the Neighborhood 
 
 A theology of God in the neighborhood was foundational to the Neighborhood 
Connection Groups project. This theology is rooted in an understanding of the 
sovereignty of God, the incarnation of God in Jesus, and the reality that God is at work in 
the world ahead of the Church. Through the Neighborhood Connection Groups process, 
participants grew in an understanding that God is in the neighborhood. 
 This theology of God in the neighborhood revolves around the idea that God is 
already at work in the neighborhood in places and in ways that the Church is not aware 
of. God in his sovereignty is able and willing to work through people and in situations 
that the Church might categorize as secular or worldly. This does not mean the Church is 
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irrelevant to what God is doing. The Church is invited to be the incarnation of Christ in 
those places where God is present. As the Church moves out into the neighborhood, 
God’s people will discover the reality that God is already there.  
 The Neighborhood Connection Groups project helped participants develop a 
greater appreciation for the sovereignty of God. As the group spent time dwelling in 
Jeremiah 29:1-14 each month, participants noted that the people to whom God promises 
“hope and a future” (Jeremiah 29:11) are a conquered people. God is called in this 
passage “Lord Almighty” (Jeremiah 29:4)—or, more literally, “Lord of hosts” (ESV).28 
After reading the passage in The Message one month, where God is called “God-of-the-
angel-armies,” one participant noted the irony that God is portrayed as a military leader 
yet God’s people are a conquered people.29 This dichotomy only makes sense by 
recognizing that God is sovereign, that God has willed to take the Israelites into exile, 
and that one day God will return them to their homeland. The very context of this passage 
is a reminder that God is always in control. His people are in exile in Babylon, because 
he “carried [them] into exile from Jerusalem to Babylon” (Jeremiah 29:4). 
 NCG participants developed a deeper appreciation of God’s sovereignty, as they 
began to see a certain connectedness among the various neighborhood groups. As 
mentioned earlier in this discussion, one of the participants referred to these connections 
as “relevant relationships.”30 Another participant noted that she had learned that one need 
not go out of one’s way to join God in what God is doing. God is at work everywhere. 
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All a person needs to do is remain open to seeing the connections and “relevant 
relationships” wherever one may be.31 Participants did not use the word “sovereignty” to 
describe what they were discovering, but the realization that God was at work behind 
these “relevant relationships” was a growing awareness of the sovereignty of God. 
 The NCG project also fostered a growing understanding of the incarnation of 
God. Like “sovereignty,” the word “incarnation” never was used by participants. 
However, the underlying theology of God as one who takes the initiative and who works 
by means of dwelling rather than dominating began to take shape among the NCG 
participants. The times of reading and reflecting on Scripture helped to form such an 
understanding (cf. Jeremiah 29:1-14). God’s instruction to “seek the peace and prosperity 
of the city to which I have carried you into exile,” as well as God’s next command, “Pray 
to the Lord for it, because if it prospers you too will prosper” (Jeremiah 29:7) came up 
repeatedly during the times of reading and reflecting on the Scripture. Participants noted 
that seeking the well-being of the city is “a very active thing; it’s not passive.”32 It is an 
example of God urging the people of God to take the initiative and not to wait until they 
are released from exile to be a blessing to Babylon. In light of this, one participant said 
she “learned the importance of taking that first step to connect with people.”33 The 
Scripture also brought to light the concept of dwelling rather than dominating as an 
aspect of incarnation. The Israelites were called to “build houses and settle down; plant 
gardens and eat what they produce” (Jeremiah 29:5). As noted above, their response was 
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called to be one that sought Babylon’s “peace and prosperity” (Jeremiah 29:7) and not its 
destruction or domination. This theme became foundational for the group’s approach to 
their neighborhood groups. Participants engaged in their groups in order to bless them 
and learn from them, not to dominate them. 
 It should be noted that a theology of God in the neighborhood requires a 
commitment to fostering community among church members. A sense of community in a 
church is essential for missional engagement in the neighborhood. As mentioned above, 
Jesus called his followers into community; but he did not call them into community for 
the sake of community. Rather, it was for the sake of his mission to the world that Jesus 
called them into community. When Jesus announced the kingdom of God (Mark 1:15), it 
was his proclamation “that first gathered the fledgling church into community.”34 It was 
this announcement that initiated a new reality for the world, namely that the reign of God 
had come. This “new reality that [Jesus] introduced into history was to be continued 
through history in the form of a community.”35 While God in his sovereignty begins to be 
at work in the neighborhood ahead of the Church, this community, the Church, is the 
means by which God is incarnated for the world today. 
 Neighborhood Connection Groups fostered a growing awareness that God is at 
work in the neighborhood ahead of the Church. This awareness among the participants 
helped NCG participants begin to shift their understanding of where ministry begins. 
Ministry, they learned, does not start with a brainstorming session or a process of 
strategic planning but with simply going into the neighborhood. As church members went 
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into the neighborhood, listening and engaging in conversation, opportunities for ministry 
began to present themselves. The recognition of “relevant relationships” was one of the 
ways that participants began to see that God is at work ahead of them. One participant put 
it this way: “God is up to something and we can’t always see it.”36 This growing trust that 
God is at work, even when it is invisible to humanity, was an important aspect of the 
NCG participants’ developing theology of God in the neighborhood. 
 
 
 
                                                 
36 Smith, Post-NCG interview. 
140 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 8 
LEARNING IN REGARD TO NORTHMINSTER’S CONTEXT  
IN CLAIREMONT 
 
 
 One of the goals of the Neighborhood Connection Groups project was to help 
participants learn about their neighborhood. This was accomplished as participants 
engaged in their neighborhood groups and then reflected together on their experiences in 
those groups. The ultimate purpose of learning about the neighborhood was to discover 
how God was actively initiating his will in the neighborhood and how Northminster can 
join God in what God is doing. 
 As NCG participants reflected on their neighborhood engagement, they learned 
two different aspects about Clairemont. First, they discovered Clairemont’s gifts. Gifts 
refer to the positive qualities that characterize Clairemont. There is much about 
Clairemont that is good, and this is important for a church to recognize as it seeks to 
discover what God is doing in the neighborhood. Recognizing Clairemont’s gifts is also 
important for the sake of fostering neighborhood transformation. Second, NCG 
participants learned about the challenges Clairemont faces. Challenges refer to those 
aspects of Clairemont in which Clairemont is not at its best or where improvement is 
needed. While recognizing a community’s gifts is important, uncovering a community’s 
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challenges also matters. A church can discover God’s ongoing activity and how it can 
participate with God in the work that he is doing in the neighborhood not only by 
discovering a community’s gifts but also by uncovering its challenges. This chapter will 
present both Clairemont’s gifts and challenges, with an eye toward how Northminster can 
join with God in his ministry throughout the community. 
 
Clairemont’s Gifts 
 There is much that is good about the community of Clairemont. NCG participants 
discovered this fact by the time the Neighborhood Connection Groups experiment 
concluded. For example, one participant actually stated, “I’ve learned that Clairemont has 
a lot to offer.”1 NCG participants agreed that people generally like living in Clairemont. 
Some participants noted that many former residents of Clairemont seem to appreciate 
Clairemont so much that they are actually moving back, after having lived elsewhere for 
years or even decades.2 There must be something about Clairemont that is drawing 
people back into this community. 
 NCG participants mentioned Clairemont’s geography and history as two of its 
gifts. In terms of geography, nearly every participant mentioned Clairemont’s central 
location in San Diego. Numerous freeways are easily accessible in Clairemont, making it 
easy to reach almost any other part of San Diego within about twenty or thirty minutes. 
One participant pointed out, “I can get everywhere easily,”3 while another said, “I love 
                                                 
1 Agee, Post-NCG interview. 
2 Ibid. Also, Sarno, Post-NCG interview. 
3 Veronica Doyle, Pre-NCG interview by author, Clairemont, CA, April 24, 2012. 
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that there is easy access to anywhere from here.”4 Clairemont also has a long history, at 
least as far as Southern California cities are concerned. The fact that Clairemont is a very 
“established”5 and “stable” community was noted by some as one of Clairemont’s gifts.6  
“They won’t build a freeway through my neighborhood,” said one NCG participant.7  
These geographical and civic gifts are significant, but they are not Clairemont’s only 
gifts. 
Several participants said that one of Clairemont’s gifts is the people. It seems 
Clairemont is full of individuals who want to enhance their community. One participant 
stated, “I’ve learned that there are people in this community who really care about 
Clairemont, about making it a better place.”8 This sentiment was echoed by other NCG 
participants, especially in regard to Clairemont schools. One of the participants who 
engaged in the Madison High School Community of Schools group said, “I’m happy to 
know that the school leadership really cares about schools and kids.”9 Another participant 
mentioned how impressed he was when he learned that the principal of Madison High 
School was personally mentoring nine high school boys in order to help them graduate.10 
These gifts offered great hope to the NCG participants as they reflected on how God 
might be at work in the neighborhood. 
                                                 
4 Smith, Post-NCG interview. 
5 K. Scott, Pre-NCG interview; Sarno, Post-NCG interview. 
6 R. Scott, Post-NCG interview. 
7 K. Scott, Pre-NCG interview. 
8 K. Scott, Post-NCG interview. 
9 Sarno, Post-NCG interview. 
10 R. Scott, Post-NCG interview 
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Clairemont’s Challenges 
 In addition to discovering a variety of positive qualities in Clairemont, NCG 
participants also discerned a number of challenges that Clairemont faces. Some of the 
challenges were of a fairly non-specific sort, like a low sense of community among 
residents and the generally low quality of the physical appearance of areas of Clairemont. 
Other challenges were more specific. Particularly, the schools face some challenges, such 
as a negative preconception of Clairemont schools and a low level of involvement from 
parents in Clairemont education. 
 A lack of a sense of community was one of the challenges that surfaced over the 
course of the Neighborhood Connection Groups project. One participant stated that in 
Clairemont, “there’s not a lot of cohesiveness,” and then added that “there’s little 
unity,”11 meaning that Clairemont residents do not seem to have a sense of belonging to 
one another as members of a community. While this person did indicate that one of 
Clairemont’s gifts was its ethnic diversity, she also suggested that perhaps the reason for 
a lack of unity was “because it’s so mixed.”12 This participant pointed out that most 
families do not keep their children in their community schools. She noted that “there’s 
kind of an inferiority complex among Clairemont residents,”13 in that residents 
sometimes are a bit embarrassed to say they live in Clairemont since Clairemont is not 
considered one of the more affluent areas of San Diego. This inferiority complex is not 
conducive to cultivating a sense of community among Clairemont residents.  
                                                 
11 Doyle, Post-NCG interview. 
12 Ibid. 
13 Ibid. 
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Another one of Clairemont’s challenges is its physical appearance. Two 
participants specifically noted the condition of Clairemont’s streets. One noted that 
“some of the roads could be fixed,”14 while another participant mentioned that “there are 
some potholes in Clairemont.”15 While road conditions may seem a small matter, it is a 
concern that came up more than once over the course of the NCG process. One of the 
participants added, “I’d like the city to put the utility cables underground.”16  
Clairemont’s physical appearance is likely one of the contributing factors to the 
inferiority complex mentioned above that some Clairemont residents seem to experience. 
Clairemont schools experience great challenges. One of the challenges has to do 
with a negative preconception. As already mentioned, Clairemont residents seem to have 
a bit of an inferiority complex about their neighborhood. As a result, many parents 
choose to send their children to schools in other neighborhoods. This makes it difficult 
for those parents who do choose to keep their children in Clairemont schools. One 
participant whose children all attend a local Clairemont public school said, “I don’t like 
feeling like I’m on the defense for sending my kids to local schools.” She then added, 
“When I talk to parents who choiced [sic] their kids out of Clairemont, I start feeling 
doubts.”17 The challenge for Clairemont schools is how to help parents not only feel 
proud of their neighborhood schools but also feel confident about their decision to keep 
their children in their local community schools. 
                                                 
14 Sarno, Post-NCG interview. 
15 Smith, Post-NCG interview. 
16 Ibid. 
17 Kussat, Post-NCG interview. 
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Another challenge faced by Clairemont is low parental involvement in the 
schools. Two participants specifically stressed this concern in their follow-up interviews. 
One participant said she learned through the NCG process that “the schools need more 
parental involvement, which would make for better schools,”18 while another person said, 
“The schools also need more parent involvement.”19 This concern regarding the 
involvements of parents in the schools was a refrain among the NCG participants whose 
children attend Clairemont schools. This same participant who made the second 
statement above also said, “Clairemont needs more community participation in the 
schools.”20 She felt as though there was a general lack of support for schools from 
community organizations and businesses. Finally, another participant summed it up this 
way: “I’ve learned that the schools are hurting for help.”21 Regardless of whether the lack 
of support is from parents, community members, businesses, or other organizations, it 
became clear to the NCG members that the local schools needed help. 
Throughout the NCG process, participants discussed the various kinds of help 
schools need. They mentioned the need for support in areas like the Parent-Teacher 
Association (PTA, a group that brings teachers and community members together for the 
benefit of local schools), the School Site Council (which oversees the distribution of state 
and federal funds to schools),22 and tutoring. It was suggested that Clairemont’s low level 
                                                 
18 Ibid. 
19 K. Scott, Post-NCG interview. 
20 Ibid. 
21 Sarno, Post-NCG interview. 
22 San Diego Unified School District, http://old.sandi.net/depts/programmonitoring/ssc.html 
(accessed October 7, 2013). 
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of parental participation has to do with San Diego Unified School District’s system of 
bussing students to their schools from other parts of San Diego. Since students can 
choose any school in the school district, some students live quite far from the school they 
attend. One participant said she had learned that “about 70% of the kids” in Clairemont 
are bussed in.23 During one of the reflection meetings, an NCG participant mentioned the 
challenge that bussing students into other communities presents to local schools in that it 
is “a big obstacle for parent involvement.”24 She added in a later meeting that bussing is 
“one of the reasons parents don’t get involved; they live too far away.”25 Having to drive 
to a PTA meeting or another PTA event becomes much more difficult the greater the 
distance of separation. Responding to the challenge of soliciting parental involvement in 
the schools, this participant said, “So the question, then, is how do you get community 
involvement?”26 This question was essential to considering how Northminster might join 
God in what God is up to in the neighborhood. It allowed for conversation to emerge 
about how Northminster might become a source of community support for local schools. 
 
How Northminster Can Join God in What God Is Doing 
 Over the course of the Neighborhood Connection Groups project, participants 
learned much about what God seems to be doing in the neighborhood. Since most NCG 
participants were in some way involved in their local schools, either by engaging in the 
Madison High School Community of Schools group or because their children attend 
                                                 
23 K. Scott, All Group Post-NCG interview. 
24 NCG participants, “Reflection Meeting,” September 30, 2012. 
25 Ibid. 
26 Ibid. 
 
147 
Clairemont schools, much of what they learned revolves around the local schools. They 
discovered various gifts and challenges of Clairemont schools, not only by participating 
in the neighborhood but also by coming together to reflect on what they had experienced 
out in the neighborhood. 
 One of the primary ways that Northminster can join God in his activity in the 
neighborhood, according to NCG participants, is by being involved in local schools. In 
reflecting on how Northminster can join God in the neighborhood, one participant said, 
“We should continue to be involved in schools.”27 One interesting idea that surfaced over 
the course of the NCG project had to do with getting involved in the local PTA groups. 
Someone mentioned that the PTA is open to anyone from the community and not just 
parents.28 Since parents were unlikely to participate in the PTA because so many of them 
lived too far away, Northminster members thought perhaps the church could participate in 
the local PTA groups. This idea came up more than once in the NCG reflection 
meetings.29 Doing this not only would provide an opportunity for church members to meet 
the community’s real needs; but by participating consistently in PTA meetings, they also 
would continue to become aware of God’s presence and activity in the neighborhood. 
 Another way that Northminster can join God in what he is doing is by working 
with schools to make their campuses more beautiful.30 It is unfortunate that the quality of 
                                                 
27 Smith, Post-NCG interview. 
28 NCG participants, “Reflection Meeting” (missional experiment component, held at 
Northminster Presbyterian Church, Clairemont, CA, September 2, 2012). 
29 Ibid. Also, NCG participants, “Reflection Meeting” (missional experiment component, held at 
Northminster Presbyterian Church, Clairemont, CA, December 16, 2012). 
30 K. Scott, Post-NCG interview. 
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a school is often judged by the appearance of its facilities. One NCG participant, who 
attended the Madison High School Community of Schools group and who is also a 
member of the School Site Council for Clairemont schools, said, “You just can’t get a 
sense of how good a school is by simply walking on the campus. There’s more to it.”31  
However, since many people do evaluate a school based on its appearance, several NCG 
participants suggested working with schools to beautify their campuses. That way, more 
local residents might want to keep their children in the local schools. In previous years, 
Northminster had worked with Madison High School and CPMA Middle School in 
Clairemont to do beautification projects, in which church members spent half a day 
cleaning up the campuses. These earlier projects emerged when Northminster members 
approached the schools to see what could be done to help. 
 The Neighborhood Connection Groups project already has impacted the way 
Northminster ministers to the local schools. Whereas in the past Northminster would 
approach the schools to see how it could help, in the summer of 2013 I received an e-mail 
from the assistant of the principal at Madison High School asking if Northminster could 
help them with some of their facilities’ needs. Aware that this had happened, one NCG 
participant said, “What stood out to me was the relationship that’s been developing 
between the schools and the church. Schools are seeing value in what the church can 
offer. They’re even asking for help from the church.”32 Another participant offered, “I 
like that there’s a school reaching out to a church (instead of the other way around).”33   
                                                 
31 NCG participants, “Reflection Meeting,” September 30, 2012. 
 
32 Agee, Post-NCG interview. 
33 Smith, All Group Post-NCG interview. 
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After a few years of helping with school beautification projects and after one year 
of active engagement by some of the NCG participants in the Madison High School 
Community of Schools group, the schools are beginning to see Northminster as a trusted 
organization in the community. More importantly, as mentioned above, they are asking 
Northminster for assistance when needed. This is a significant step forward, because it 
indicates that Northminster Presbyterian Church is beginning to be perceived as a 
community organization that brings value to Clairemont. 
 One final way in which Northminster can continue to participate with God in what 
he is doing in the neighborhood is by continuing to cultivate “relevant relationships.” One 
participant noted the importance of building relationships by stating, “I’ve learned how 
important relationships are. And I’ve learned that I don’t always realize how important a 
particular relationship is until it builds up.”34 Another participant suggested that 
“Northminster could join God by nurturing those new relationships that are established 
either within or outside the church.”35 This was one of the outcomes of the Neighborhood 
Connection Groups project—growing relationships both within and outside the church. In 
one case, the overlap of growing “relevant relationships” led to a new internship program 
at Madison High School. One of the NCG participants told me, “I was able . . . to connect 
John Neffeler, a restaurant executive in our congregation, with Principal Nash at Madison 
High School, to provide internships for students.”36 Within a few months, this chain of 
                                                 
34 K. Scott, Post-NCG interview. 
35 Kussat, Post-NCG interview. 
36 R. Scott, Post-NCG interview. 
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restaurants had “begun an internship program with Madison.”37 By continuing to 
introduce and develop such “relevant relationships,” Northminster will continue to grow 
in awareness of God’s presence and activity in Clairemont and will be able to find ways to 
join God in what God is doing. 
 
 
                                                 
37 R. Scott, All Group Post-NCG interview. 
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CHAPTER 9 
RECOMMENDATIONS FOR THE FUTURE 
 
 
 The Neighborhood Connection Groups experiment proved to be an effective way 
to address the adaptive challenge of how to help church members begin to understand 
that ministry begins not on the church campus but in each person’s daily life. As a result, 
Northminster will continue to invite members to participate in Neighborhood Connection 
Groups. This experience with Neighborhood Connection Groups yielded valuable insight 
into some changes and adjustments that need to be made in future iterations of the 
Neighborhood Connection Groups process. Consequently, this chapter will explore both 
the reasons why NCGs should continue in the future as well as what kinds of changes 
will need to be made for even greater effectiveness. 
 
Why Neighborhood Connection Groups Should Continue 
 Northminster needs to continue to offer Neighborhood Connection Groups in the 
future, because it is an effective way to connect the local church to the neighborhood. In 
addition to helping church members become more aware that ministry begins with their 
everyday lives, NCGs have accomplished three significant things. They have helped 
strengthen relationships and have fostered a deeper sense of community among NCG 
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participants. They have provided a way for church members to become involved in their 
neighborhood in a non-threatening way. Finally, NCGs have stimulated spiritual growth 
in the NCG participants. 
 
Neighborhood Connection Groups Foster Community within the Church 
A primary purpose of Jesus’ ministry was to build a community of people who love 
and support one another. In John 15:12-13, Jesus calls his disciples to this kind of 
community when he says, “My command is this: Love each other as I have loved you. 
Greater love has no one than this: to lay down one’s life for one’s friends” (John 15:12-13). 
Lohfink describes Jesus’ kind of community as “people which consciously place 
themselves under the gospel of the reign of God and wish to be real communities of 
brothers and sisters—communities which form a living arena for faith, in which everyone 
draws strength from each other.”1 It is the kind of community in which people do more 
than show up for church on Sunday but rather live out their faith together in every aspect of 
their lives. Neighborhood Connection Groups were structured in such a way that 
participants inevitably came to know one another better; and as a result, they were able to 
draw strength from one another, as they supported and encouraged one another as they took 
steps to engage with their neighbors. By coming together in the reflection meetings, sharing 
about personal neighborhood engagement, and doing so month after month, participants 
developed a deeper understanding of one another and even formed friendships. 
Neighborhood Connection Groups participants recognized the deepened relationships that 
were generated over the course of the NCG project. One participant commented, “The 
                                                 
1 Lohfink, Jesus and Community, 62. 
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NCG process expanded my church family,”2 while another participant noted that NCGs are 
a “way to know people in the congregation better.”3 These new relational connections are 
important because they not only form the foundation for a deeper sense of community 
among church members; they also create potential for future ministry by bringing together 
people, who are ultimately the source of any church’s ministry.  
 Neighborhood Connection Groups were not limited only to deepening existing 
relationships. New friendships also emerged as a result of the NCG process. Reflecting 
on this, one participant stated the following as a result of time spent together in the 
reflection meetings: “[The NCG process] helped me be with people [in our church] I 
normally wouldn’t have interacted with.”4 The NCG process thus fostered relationships 
not only outside the church but within the congregation as well. These friendships, some 
of which were new and some of which were old but now stronger, cultivated a sense of 
deeper community among the NCG participants. 
 The value of the Neighborhood Connection Groups process lies in its ability to 
create community among the participants but not for the mere sake of creating 
community. NCGs create community among participants always with an eye toward 
God’s mission in the world. Neighborhood Connection Groups are worth continuing in 
the future, not only because they cultivate a deeper sense of connection among NCG 
participants but also because that connection empowers and encourages the group 
members to engage with their neighbors. 
                                                 
2 Sarno, Post-NCG interview. 
3 R. Scott, Post-NCG interview. 
4 Ibid. 
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Neighborhood Connection Groups Promote Engagement  
in the Neighborhood 
 
 Motivating church members to engage in ministry to the neighborhood is often 
challenging for churches. Church members often fear that they will have to speak with 
people about Christianity in ways that are uncomfortable or even confrontational. These 
fears were reflected among some of the NCG participants. Prior to beginning the NCG 
process, more than one participant said they were anxious about getting out of their 
“comfort zone.”5 The value of Neighborhood Connection Groups lies in the fact that 
people do not necessarily need to leave their comfort zone in order to begin to 
missionally engage their neighborhood. As one of the participants who had been afraid of 
leaving her comfort zone put it, “People can do what they’re already doing.” The NCG 
project helped participants discover that they can serve God in the places where they are 
already active. 
 Neighborhood Connection Groups are a non-threatening way for church members 
to get involved in the community. In other words, as opposed to pressuring congregants 
to share their faith with people who are not Christians or to get involved in an outreach 
program designed to attract people to the church, the NCG process allows church 
members to serve God in a way that does not feel uncomfortable or forced. Several NCG 
participants stated this after having been through the NCG process. One participant said 
that participating in NCGs “helps you get more involved in the community.”6 As NCGs 
foster engagement in the neighborhood, they also help participants develop “relevant 
                                                 
5 K. Scott, Pre-NCG interview; Kussat, Pre-NCG interview. 
6 Sarno, Post-NCG interview. 
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relationships,” like the one that led to an internship program with a chain of restaurants at 
Madison High School.7 Another person mentioned that NCGs are helpful, not only “in 
terms of being involved in the community” but also in terms of helping “me take my faith 
outside this building.”8 This is a significant accomplishment, as many church members 
tend to practice their faith only in the context of the church facilities and church programs 
or privately between them and God through personal prayer. The NCGs, however, helped 
participants get involved in their neighborhood; and in so doing, they became mindful of 
the fact that they are practicing their faith. 
At the same time that NCGs provide a non-threatening way for people to involve 
themselves in the community, the NCG reflection meetings also offer accountability for 
participants to stay engaged in the neighborhood through their Neighborhood Connection 
Groups. One person said, “Making a commitment to this group made me accountable to 
attending the Madison Cluster meetings and other school group meetings.”9 Another 
participant immediately affirmed that statement: “I agree. I wouldn’t have attended the 
Madison Cluster meetings without this.” Neighborhood Connection Groups are worth 
continuing, because they are a non-risky way for people to incarnationally represent 
Christ in their neighborhood yet at the same time maintain a level of accountability that 
some people need to maintain their neighborhood involvement. 
 As church members engage their community through Neighborhood Connection 
Groups, they will grow in their awareness of their community. One participant suggested 
                                                 
7 R. Scott, All Group Post-NCG interview. 
8 K. Scott, Post-NCG interview. 
9 K. Scott, All Group Post-NCG interview. 
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continuing with the NCG process, because doing so “would help the church know what 
needs there are in Clairemont.”10 Another person reflecting on her understanding of 
community stated, “[The NCGs] helped me be more aware of what community means.” 
She said she now understood that her community was to be found “not only in my 
neighborhood, but also church, school, and between relationships.”11 By understanding that 
the broader community encompasses all aspects of one’s life, including neighborhood and 
church, NCG participants were able to begin to make natural connections between their 
neighborhood activities and their faith. This growing understanding of one’s community is 
a key benefit to the ongoing implementation of Neighborhood Connection Groups. 
 
Neighborhood Connection Groups Stimulate Personal Spiritual Growth 
 Spiritual growth refers to the process by which a person’s faith in Christ becomes 
more and more the central characteristic of that person’s life. Groome asserts that 
growing “in Christian faith must bring participants to attend to and engage their whole 
sociocultural context, secular and ecclesial.” In other words, spiritual growth takes place 
when Christians get involved in both their neighborhood and their church. The NCG 
process takes this into account, providing for engagement in the neighborhood through 
the various neighborhood activities and in the church through the monthly reflection 
meetings. 
 The Neighborhood Connection Groups process stimulates the personal spiritual 
growth of participants by helping them see their lives in light of a bigger picture (cf. Luke 
                                                 
10 Sarno, Post-NCG interview. 
11 Kussat, Post-NCG interview. 
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5:8-11). It lifts their focus from themselves to all that God is doing in the world. By 
engaging in the neighborhood through the Neighborhood Connection Groups, 
participants learn to see that God is at work everywhere. One participant, for instance, 
said, “Being involved in NCGs has made me more aware of myself and my 
surroundings.”12 NCGs have fostered a holistic kind of growth that includes both the 
external and the internal. Another participant said, “The NCG experience made me look 
outside myself to the community.” She then added, “I’ve been pretty spiritual in the past. 
But my spirituality was more about me. Now my spirituality is more outward-focused.”13 
By opening their eyes to God’s activity in the world, NCG participants have found 
themselves growing in their understanding of and relationship with God. They have 
encountered God in a deeper way than church participation alone or neighborhood 
engagement alone could create. 
 Neighborhood Connection Groups also stimulate spiritual growth by helping 
participants see their faith as something that infuses their whole existence, rather than just 
one part of their daily living. One participant, for instance, stated the following after 
having been a part of the NCG process: “I’m more aware of how this church is a part of 
my overall life.”14 Another participant, who had been only marginally involved at 
Northminster until shortly before getting involved in the NCG project, reflected on the 
idea that serving God is something that can be a part of every aspect of a person’s life. He 
                                                 
12 Doyle, Post-NCG interview. 
13 Smith, Post-NCG interview. 
14 Doyle, Post-NCG interview. 
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said, “Until now, I’d never thought of my service as the kind of serving that Jesus did.”15  
This person made the important connection between God’s activity and his own activity 
and recognized that he can serve God, not just at church but in every aspect of his life. 
Given the way NCG participants have exhibited a growing faith and spirituality, this 
project is definitely worth continuing in the future. 
 
Changes in Future Neighborhood Connection Groups 
 Though this NCG experiment had many positive results, future NCGs can be 
improved by making certain adjustments. These adjustments involve the time frame of 
the NCGs and some structural elements of the NCGs. In addition, a greater clarity 
regarding the purpose of the NCGs will be sought. 
 
Time Frame 
 The timing of the Neighborhood Connection Groups makes a difference. The 
NCGs in this particular experiment met from May 2012 through February 2013. This 
time frame, however, was not ideal. The Madison High School Community of Schools 
did not meet during the summer months. The NCG participants whose neighborhood 
group was the Zumba class tended not to attend the class during the summer, because 
they had to care for their children who were not in school. Other participants were in and 
out of the area due to summer vacations. As a result, summer seems to be a less than 
optimal time for having people get involved in Neighborhood Connection Groups. 
 The most favorable time for Neighborhood Connection Groups seems to be 
during the school year, roughly September through June. Children are back in school, and 
                                                 
15 R. Scott, All Group Post-NCG interview. 
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adults tend to have a more consistent schedule. Furthermore, certain neighborhood 
groups like the Madison High School Community of Schools, which do not meet during 
the summer, do meet during the school year. As a result, in the future Neighborhood 
Connection Groups will run from October through June. 
 One change that will not be made has to do with the frequency of the 
neighborhood group meetings and the reflection meetings. A first attempt at launching 
the Neighborhood Connection Groups experiment originally took place in the spring of 
2011. The intent at the time was to have participants get involved in a weekly 
neighborhood activity and meet for reflection every week on Sundays after the worship 
service. This initial attempt failed, partly because it was difficult to find people who 
would make a weekly commitment and partly because most neighborhood groups simply 
do not meet weekly. However, when the NCG experiment was presented as a monthly 
commitment, not only were church members more willing to participate but more 
neighborhood groups emerged as options in which church members could actively 
participate. After the NCG experiment came to an end, several participants agreed that 
monthly meetings worked well for them.16 Therefore, future activity in and reflection 
meetings for Neighborhood Connection Groups will continue as a monthly engagement. 
 
Group Structure 
 The structure of the Neighborhood Connection Groups project did not turn out 
exactly as it was conceived initially. Originally, the intent had been to have at least three 
neighborhood groups with at least three church members participating in each group. If 
                                                 
16 Doyle, Post-NCG interview; K. Scott, Post-NCG interview; Kussat, All Group Post-NCG 
interview. 
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this had actually taken place, the Madison High School Community of Schools group 
would have had three participants, the Zumba exercise class would have had three 
participants, and the investment club would have had three participants. However, this 
intended structure soon fell by the wayside as a result of the fact that life does not always 
unfold in a neatly structured way. There were still three groups, but each group had a 
varying number of participants. The Madison High School Community of Schools group 
had three participants (though initially it had four participants), the Zumba class had two 
members, and only one person was involved in the investment club. 
 Although the structure for the groups did not end up as expected, the structure that 
emerged did work well. What mattered for the NCG experiment was not the specific 
arrangement of the groups and participants but the process of action and reflection. The 
experiment revealed that any engagement in the neighborhood, even when unrelated to 
one of the regular neighborhood groups, could be a valuable source for reflection because 
any encounter with neighbors could serve as a window into God’s activity in the world. 
As a result, if participants missed their neighborhood group meeting, or if their group 
meeting happened to not meet one month, they could still contribute to the reflection 
meeting as they shared about other times in which they had engaged their neighborhood. 
In essence, engagement in NCGs was not about the actual activity but rather about 
connecting with neighbors and discovering what God was doing in their lives.  
For instance, this was evident when one of the members shared that her front-yard 
edible garden opened the door to connect with more of her neighbors.17 While her garden 
                                                 
17 NCG participants, “Reflection Meeting,” July 1, 2012. 
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was unrelated to her neighborhood group, reflecting on her garden was just as valuable as 
what she shared about her group. This discovery does not negate the benefit of 
participating in an actual neighborhood group; in fact, one of the benefits of the reflection 
meetings was that they kept participants accountable to attending their neighborhood 
groups. The point that informs future planning and expectations is that learning took 
place regardless of whether participants missed their neighborhood group meetings or 
not. The project revealed that missional intent results in missional attitudes and living 
beyond the focus of the specific intent.  
 As Neighborhood Connection Groups continue in the future, some fluidity among 
the groups will be permitted. This first experiment with NCGs initially attempted to have 
each person commit to a neighborhood group at the very beginning of the process. 
However, in the future church members will be invited simply to join the NCG project, 
even if they do not have a particular group in mind. The purpose for this is to keep the 
NCG process open to individuals who may not yet have a particular neighborhood 
activity in mind but would still be interested in engaging their neighbors. This will 
empower more people in the congregation to connect with the neighborhood and to 
discover that ministry starts where they are.  
Participants will attend an opening orientation meeting where each person will 
share a neighborhood group in which they are involved. If congregants are not already 
active in a neighborhood group, they will be invited to join one of the groups mentioned 
by other participants. If over the course of the NCGs, someone needs to change groups or 
even stop attending a group—for instance, due to a scheduling conflict—that will be 
permissible. This change stemmed from the suggestion of a project participant, who said, 
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“We shouldn’t limit the project to specific groups.”18 By having a more open and 
adaptable structure, participants will not feel like they need to drop out of the NCG 
process simply because they no longer can attend their group. The reason such flexibility 
will be permissible is because the value of the NCG project is in the process of action and 
reflection. 
 
Increased Clarity of Purpose 
 A theme that surfaced repeatedly among NCG participants after they had been 
through the NCG process was that the purpose of the NCGs was not always clear, at least 
in the early months. One suggestion was to clarify what is being asked of people during 
the invitational stage of the project, when participants are sought for the NCGs.19 One 
participant specified the type of invitation that should be issued—essentially, making “it 
clearer that people aren’t really taking on a whole new activity.”20 Another participant 
agreed and added helpful phrasing: “People can do what they’re already doing.”21 
Emphasizing the fact that people do not need to add a new activity to their already busy 
life hopefully will make it easier for congregants to commit to the NCG process. The 
only addition to their schedule would be the monthly reflection meeting. In the next 
round of NCGs, this will be made clear during the recruitment period. 
 NCG participants also suggested clarifying the purpose of the Neighborhood 
Connection Groups during the NCG process. One participant said, “It took a while to 
                                                 
18 K. Scott, Post-NCG interview. 
19 Sarno, All Group Post-NCG interview. 
20 Ibid. 
21 K. Scott, All group Post-NCG interview. 
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figure out what we were doing,” and then added, “it felt a little too nebulous at times.”22  
It did seem to take a few months for participants to become comfortable with what the 
group was doing, especially in the reflection meetings. However, this period of 
acclimation also may be a normal part of the process. Whether or not that proves to be the 
case will be discovered as the Neighborhood Connection Groups project is repeated in 
the future. Another participant suggested that it would be helpful in the early months to 
“express clearer expectations for the group.”23 This is a valuable recommendation and 
one that will be followed up on in the future.  
There are five expectations that will be communicated in the next iteration of 
NCGs. The first is to attend the neighborhood group every month. This will create 
consistency for participants as they get involved in the group and also will help them to 
develop relationships with other people in that neighborhood group. The second is to 
attend the monthly reflection meeting, even if participants happen to miss their 
neighborhood group meeting. This will serve to build community among the group 
members and foster learning among the participants as they listen to one another and 
share about non-NCG neighborhood encounters. The third expectation is for participants 
to understand that during the first few months it may feel as if very little is being 
accomplished. This is because they could feel unmotivated to continue with the NCG 
process, if they feel as if it is not going anywhere early on.  
Two other expectations also will be communicated, but these will not be 
expectations for the participants. Rather, they are developments that will be expected to 
                                                 
22 Smith, Post-NCG interview. 
23 Agee, Post-NCG interview. 
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emerge. First, participants will anticipate that after a few months of reflecting on their 
engagement in their neighborhood groups, they will begin to see God at work in the 
neighborhood. This will happen as the group dwells in Scripture, through their sharing 
and listening, and through their prayers together. Second, by the end of the process, the 
group can expect that it will have learned much about the neighborhood and perhaps will 
even have developed some ideas for connecting with and ministering to their 
neighborhood. As the group members participate in the neighborhood and gather together 
for reflection, such ideas will emerge naturally. 
 One of the ways to maintain clear focus on the purpose of the Neighborhood 
Connection Groups will be to ask the kinds of questions that elicit thoughtful responses 
during the reflection meetings. While a list of questions to be asked at each reflection 
meeting was developed prior to the NCG experiment,24 these questions were not always 
asked. The questions for the reflection meetings were designed to help participants recall 
their neighborhood encounters as well as to probe what they were learning from those 
encounters. While the questions were adequate to that task, it seemed the participants had 
plenty to say without being asked any questions. 
In retrospect, there should have been more of an emphasis on asking the intended 
questions for reflection. As the facilitator, that was my responsibility. Had I been more 
intentional with asking the reflection meeting questions, the participants may have had a 
clearer sense of purpose for the NCGs earlier in the process. In the future, the facilitator 
                                                 
24 See Appendix C. 
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(whether it is me or someone else) will be encouraged to be intentional about asking at 
least some—if not all—of the reflection questions at every meeting  
 Another way to create a clearer sense of purpose among NCG participants is to 
stimulate even deeper neighborhood engagement throughout the NCG process. 
Participants offered two excellent suggestions that will be incorporated into future 
iterations of the Neighborhood Connection Groups. The participant who offered the first 
suggestion said, “Maybe you could send out a question [each month] to think about [that 
will] help us be focused in our neighborhood groups.” Doing this will be useful to 
participants because it will serve as an ongoing reminder, not only to pay attention in 
their neighborhood groups but also as they simply live their lives from day to day. The 
participant who made this recommendation went on to suggest that the group be given 
“one of the interview questions each month.” By using one of the Pre- or Post-NCG 
interview questions or perhaps one of the reflection meeting questions, participants will 
be even more prepared to share and listen in the monthly reflection meetings. 
This excellent idea could be implemented by the facilitator via e-mail—for 
example, “What are you learning about God through your neighborhood group this 
month?” or “What is something you learned about Clairemont in your neighborhood 
group?” Offering questions for monthly contemplation throughout the process will help 
NCG participants be clearer about the purpose of the Neighborhood Connection Groups 
and also remind them that they can pay attention to their neighbors and to God’s activity 
in whatever they are doing, apart from their neighborhood groups. 
 Finally, it may be helpful in the future to keep track of the NCG participants and 
the neighborhood groups in which they are engaged. This is the second suggestion that 
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will be incorporated into future NCGs. The participant who offered this idea thought it 
possible to “somehow document where each person is connected,” adding that “it might 
help the group focus attention on what God is doing and how we might follow God.”25 In 
future NCGs, therefore, a chart will be maintained showing each NCG participant and in 
which neighborhood group they are involved. In this way, even if someone were to 
change groups or had to withdraw from participating in a specific neighborhood group 
altogether, there would at least be a clear picture of the overall neighborhood engagement 
the NCG participants would experience. This might prove to bring both greater clarity 
and a feeling of encouragement, as participants became increasingly aware of the extent 
of collective neighborhood engagement. The impact of this awareness might lead to a 
greater sense of community and a deeper recognition that they are truly on mission with 
God. 
 Neighborhood Connection Groups will be continued at Northminster Presbyterian 
Church due to their positive impact on the NCG participants. They have generated a 
sense of community among the NCG participants, fostered church member engagement 
in the neighborhood, and stimulated spiritual growth for the NCG participants. However, 
some changes will be made to the NCG process in the future. These changes involve the 
following: shifting the time frame for the NCGs to match the school year, allowing the 
structure to be a bit more flexible right from the start in terms of the number of groups 
and how many will be involved in each of the groups, and bringing more clarity to the 
NCG process. As these changes are implemented, it is likely that the Neighborhood 
Connection Groups will become even more effective in helping participants discover 
                                                 
25 Agee, Post-NCG interview. 
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what God is up to in the neighborhood and how they might join God in what God is 
doing.  
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SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 
 
 The Neighborhood Connection Groups project emerged from the need to address 
Northminster Presbyterian Church’s adaptive challenge. This adaptive challenge surfaced 
in the midst of a period of Northminster’s discontinuous change. For Northminster, the 
adaptive challenge involved helping people discover that ministry begins in the midst of 
their own lives and relationships and not with church programs. This was an adaptive 
challenge, rather than a technical challenge, because there are no immediately available 
programs or processes that will help a church deal with this problem. 
 In order to address this adaptive challenge, church members were invited to 
participate in the Neighborhood Connection Groups experiment. The NCG process 
involved sending participants into the neighborhood by engaging in a neighborhood 
activity. In this experiment, church members participated in the Madison High School 
Community of Schools group, a Zumba exercise class at a nearby gym, and a local 
investing club. NCG participants engaged these groups not only by attending them but 
also by having conversations with people and listening to what others were saying and 
the stories they were telling. Such listening was the first step in seeking to discover what 
God was already doing in the neighborhood, so that ultimately Northminster might join 
God in his work in the neighborhood. 
 Attending the neighborhood groups and listening to people was not the only 
component of the Neighborhood Connection Groups project. The other key component 
was the monthly reflection meeting in which the NCG participants spent time dwelling in 
Scripture, sharing stories from their neighborhood groups, and then praying together. 
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This component of the NCG process proved critical because, as Schreiter states, “good 
reflection leads to action, and action is not completed until it has been reflected upon.”1  
In other words, while going into the neighborhood and engaging local groups is certainly 
beneficial, it is possible to learn from such action only through taking the time to reflect 
on it. The more minds and hearts reflecting together, the more possibility there is to see 
potential discoveries. In the case of the Neighborhood Connection Groups, participating 
in neighborhood activities certainly was beneficial, but it was the times of reflection that 
began to shape the group into a small missional community. 
 Over the course of the ten months of the NCG project, the NCG participants 
evolved into a cohesive group of Christ followers bent on missional intent. Not only did 
they actively and purposefully engage their neighborhood, but they grew in their 
knowledge and love of God and of one another. By the time they had concluded the NCG 
experiment, the members of this group had taken a step forward in their journey of faith 
and had paved the way for other congregants to do so in future NCG iterations. 
Although the experiment was small and only involved seven members of 
Northminster Presbyterian Church (plus two elderly ladies who occasionally joined the 
group for some of the reflection meetings), it was fruitful. Dietterich states that “the 
indicators of a successful missional community are not determined by quantitative 
measures: the size of its budget, the number of its members, the quality of its musical 
efforts, or even the amount of social services. Instead, success is exhibited in the quality 
of Christian love experienced in the midst of its common life and ministry.”2 This 
                                                 
1 Schreiter, Constructing Local Theologies, 92. 
2 Dietterich, “Missional Community,” 156. 
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understanding of missional success contradicts a culture that says bigger is always better. 
The NCG project was designed to increase neither Northminster’s number of members 
nor “the size of its budget.” The NCG project involved no “musical efforts” and no 
“social services.” What it did was cultivate a small community of people who engaged in 
their neighborhood and then came together to learn from one another and to pray. 
Essentially, it wove these seven NCG participants into a “common life and ministry” over 
a period of time and planted the potential for future missional connection with the 
neighborhood. 
 The Neighborhood Connection Groups project fostered greater discipleship in the 
midst of neighborhood engagement and group reflection. Roxburgh says, “Discipleship 
emerges out of prayer, study, dialogue, and worship by a community learning to ask the 
questions of obedience as they are engaged directly in mission.”3 It was this process of 
“prayer, study, dialogue, and worship” in the reflection meetings while at the same time 
being “engaged directly in mission” that created within the NCG participants a deeper 
sense of connection to God and to Christ. As one participant put it after the ten-month 
NCG project had concluded, “I find myself self-identifying more as a Christian.”4  
Another participant stated that, prior to getting involved in the Neighborhood Connection 
Groups project, “I’d never thought of my service as the kind of serving that Jesus did.”5  
The NCG experiment evidently strengthened the participants’ commitment to following 
Jesus Christ.  
                                                 
3 Roxburgh, The Missionary Congregation, Leadership and Liminality, 66. 
4 Doyle, Post-NCG interview. 
5 R. Scott, All Group Post-NCG interview. 
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 Northminster Presbyterian Church is a church in transition. For many years, it was 
a declining mainline Presbyterian Church (USA) congregation. However, the culture of 
Northminster has begun to “shift.” With the introduction of Neighborhood Connection 
Groups, some people are now beginning to think of ministry as a part of their everyday 
lives. No longer do they need to wait for church leaders to invent ministry programs. This 
reality has begun to reshape the culture of Northminster Presbyterian Church. Roxburgh 
states, “Culture change happens in a congregation when God’s people shift their attention 
to elements such as listening to Scripture; dialoguing with one another; learning to listen; 
and becoming aware of and understanding what is happening in their neighborhood, 
community, and the places of their everyday lives.”6 These practices are what the 
Neighborhood Connection Groups project has cultivated in the lives of the NCG 
participants. As more and more church members engage in future Neighborhood 
Connection Groups, it will be exciting to see not only how Northminster Presbyterian 
Church continues to change and develop as a congregation but also how individual 
church members increasingly discover that they can personally join God in ministry 
through their everyday lives. 
 
 
                                                 
6 Roxburgh and Romanuk, The Missional Leader, 63- 64. 
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APPENDIX A 
 
APPRECIATIVE INQUIRY QUESTIONS FOR LISTENING GROUPS 
 
 
 
1. Reflecting on your entire experience at Northminster, remember a time when you 
felt the most engaged, alive, and motivated. What was happening? Who was 
involved?  What were you doing?  How did it feel? 
 
2. In all of the various aspects of our church life and ministry, where do you sense 
energy and life? 
 
3. Think of the times when we as a church connected well with our neighbors and 
community. Tell me about those connections and experiences. (Who was 
involved?  What happened?) 
 
4. What do you believe are the most important and meaningful ways we connect 
with our neighborhood, our city, and the world?  Describe those times when you 
believe the church was most faithful or effective in missional activities. What 
have been your own most valuable experiences? 
 
5. As a church we are gifted with people who have skills and knowledge, and when 
people come together we create even greater clusters of wisdom and abilities. 
What do you believe are our most valuable abilities? 
 
6. Make three wishes for the future of our church. Describe what the church would 
look like as these wishes might come true. 
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APPENDIX B 
 
PRE-NCG AND POST-NCG INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 
 
Pre-NCG Questions 
1. How long have you been attending Northminster? 
 
2. How long have you been a Christian? 
 
3. How long have you been practicing Christianity intentionally? 
 
4. How would you describe your purpose in life? 
 
5. How would you describe your purpose as a follower of Jesus? 
 
6. How would you define what a “church” is? 
 
7. Why does the church exist?  What is the purpose of the church? 
 
8. What do you think of when you hear the word “mission”? 
 
9. What comes to mind when you hear the word “missional”? 
 
10. What does it mean to you to “live missionally”? 
 
11. What is involved in living missionally?  As a church?  Personally? 
 
12. As far as you know, what role does Scripture play when it comes to living 
missionally/being missional? 
 
13. Do you live in Clairemont? 
 
14. What do you like about living in Clairemont (or your neighborhood)? 
 
15. To the best of your knowledge, how do people who live in Clairemont generally 
feel about Clairemont? 
 
16. To the best of your knowledge, what are some of the greatest needs in 
Clairemont? 
 
17. How actively engaged are you in your neighborhood? 
 
18. How well do you know your neighbors? 
 
19. What would you say God is up to in our neighborhood? 
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20. What kinds of expectations do you have for the Neighborhood Connection 
Groups? Anything you hope or expect to learn? 
 
21. What anxieties do you have about participating in a Neighborhood Connection 
Group? 
 
 
Post-NCG Questions 
1. How long have you been attending Northminster? 
 
2. How long have you been a Christian? 
 
3. How long have you been practicing Christianity intentionally? 
 
4. What would you say is your purpose in life? 
 
5. What is your purpose as a follower of Jesus? 
 
6. How would you define what a “church” is? 
 
7. Why does the church exist?  What is the purpose of the church? 
 
8. What do you think of when you hear the word “mission”? 
 
9. What comes to mind when you hear the word “missional”? 
 
10. What does it mean to you to “live missionally”? 
 
11. What is involved in living missionally?  As a church?  Personally? 
 
12. What role does Scripture play when it comes to living missionally/being 
missional? 
 
13. Do you live in Clairemont? 
 
14. What do you like about living in Clairemont (or your neighborhood)? 
 
15. To the best of your knowledge, how do people who live in Clairemont generally 
feel about Clairemont? 
 
16. To the best of your knowledge, what are some of the greatest needs in 
Clairemont? 
 
17. How actively engaged are you in your neighborhood? 
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18. How well do you know your neighbors? 
 
19. What would you say God is up to in our neighborhood? 
 
20. What are some things you have learned through the Neighborhood Connection 
Groups? 
 
21. What have you learned about God? 
 
22. What have you learned about Jesus? 
 
23. What have you learned about yourself? 
 
24. What have you learned about Clairemont/your neighborhood? 
 
25. What kinds of challenges have you learned about that people in your NCG or 
neighborhood are facing? 
 
26. What kinds of challenges is the community of Clairemont facing? 
 
27. What stories stand out to you in terms of your experience with Neighborhood 
Connection Groups? 
 
28. What did you appreciate about the Sunday reflection times? 
 
29. How have you seen God at work in your Neighborhood Connection Group? 
 
30. How have you seen God at work in your life over the course of the Neighborhood 
Connection Group? 
 
31. How have you seen God at work in our church over the course of the 
Neighborhood Connection Groups? 
 
32. What would you say God is up to in your/our neighborhood? 
 
33. What are some ways Northminster might join God in what God is doing in the 
neighborhood and in people’s lives? 
 
34. Do you think we should continue to do Neighborhood Connection Groups? 
 
35. What changes would you implement to make Neighborhood Connection Groups 
more effective? 
 
36. How have Neighborhood Connection Groups stimulated your spiritual growth?  
How have they helped you grow in your faith?
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APPENDIX C 
 
REFLECTION MEETING QUESTIONS 
 
 
Reflection Meeting Questions 
 
Did you talk with anyone new? 
 
What stories did you hear? 
 
What surprised you in your conversations? 
 
What is God up to in your NCG/neighborhood? 
 
How might God be calling you to join him in what he’s doing? 
 
How might God be calling Northminster to join him in what he’s doing? 
 
How did you do at listening to people? 
 
How were you stretched? 
 
Did you have to step out of your comfort zone? 
 
Can you connect anything we’ve shared to the Scripture we read this morning? 
 
 
 
 
177 
BIBLIOGRAPHY 
 
 
Alinsky, Saul. Reveille for Radicals. New York: Vintage, 1989. 
 
Anderson, Ray S. The Shape of Practical Theology: Empowering Ministry with 
Theological Praxis. Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2001. 
 
__________. The Soul of Ministry: Forming Leaders for God’s People. Louisville: 
Westminster John Knox, 1997.  
 
Armstrong, B. G. “Calvin, John.” In Who’s Who in Christian History. Edited by D. 
Douglas and W. Comfort, 128-133. Wheaton, IL: Tyndale House, 1992. 
  
Block, Peter. Community: The Structure of Belonging. San Francisco: Berrett-Koehler, 2008. 
 
Boren, M. Scott. Missional Small Groups: Becoming a Community that Makes a 
Difference in the World. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2010. 
 
Brand, Stewart. “Is Technology Moving Too Fast?” Time, June 19, 2000. http://www.time. 
com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,997268-2,00.html (accessed July 20, 2012). 
 
Branson, Mark Lau. Memories, Hopes, and Conversations: Appreciative Inquiry and 
Congregational Change. Herndon, VA: Alban, 2004. 
 
Brueggemann, Walter. Cadences of Home: Preaching Among the Exiles. Louisville: John 
Knox, 1997. 
 
__________. Mandate to Difference: An Invitation to the Contemporary Church. 
Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2007. 
 
Calvin, John. Institutes of the Christian Religion. Bellingham, WA: Logos Bible 
Software, 1997. 
 
City-Data.com. http://www.city-data.com/. 
 
Cormode, Scott. Making Spiritual Sense: Christian Leaders as Spiritual Interpreters. 
Nashville: Abingdon, 2006. 
 
Cosby, Gordon. Handbook for Mission Groups. Waco, TX: Word Books, 1975. 
 
Dietterich, Inagrace T. “Missional Community: Cultivating Communities of the Holy 
Spirit.” In Missional Church: A Vision for the Sending of the Church in North 
America. Edited by Darrell L. Guder, 142-182. Grand Rapids, MI: William B. 
Eerdmans, 1998. 
178 
Dockery, D. S., T. C. Butler, C. L. Church, L. L. Scott, M. A. Ellis Smith, and J. E. 
White. Holman Bible Handbook. Nashville: Holman Bible Publishers, 1992. 
 
Dulles, Avery. Models of the Church. Expand. ed. New York: Doubleday, 2002. 
 
Eddy, Lucinda. “A Village within a City.” The Journal of San Diego History: San Diego 
Historical Society Quarterly 41, no.3 (Summer 1995). San Diego History Center, 
http://www.sandiegohistory.org/journal/95summer/chapter20.htm (accessed July 
16, 2012). 
 
Flick, Uwe. An Introduction to Qualitative Research, 3rd ed. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 
2002. 
 
Gorringe, T. J. A Theology of the Built Environment: Justice, Empowerment, Redemption. 
New York: Cambridge University, 2002. 
 
Gray, Joan S. and Joyce C. Tucker. Presbyterian Polity for Church Officers. 3rd ed. 
Louisville: Geneva Press, 1999. 
 
Groome, Thomas H. Sharing Faith: A Comprehensive Approach to Religious Education 
and Pastoral Ministry the Way of Shared Praxis. San Francisco: Harper San 
Francisco, 1991. 
 
Guder, Darrell L., ed. “Missional Church: From Sending to Being Sent.” In Missional 
Church: A Vision for the Sending of the Church in North America, 1-17. Grand 
Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans, 1998. 
 
__________. Missional Church: A Vision for the Sending of the Church in North 
America. Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans, 1998. 
 
Haroutunian, J. and L. P. Smith. Calvin: Commentaries. Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 
1958. 
 
Harvey, Barry A. Another City. Harrisburg, PA: Trinity, 1999. 
 
Hauerwas, Stanley. A Better Hope: Resources for a Church Confronting Capitalism, 
Democracy, and Postmodernity. Grand Rapids, MI: Brazos, 2000. 
 
Heifetz, Ronald. Leadership without Easy Answers. Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 1999. 
 
__________ and Alexander Grashow. The Practice of Adaptive Leadership. Boston: 
Harvard Business School, 2009. 
 
 
179 
__________ and Marty Linsky. Leadership on the Line. Boston: Harvard School of 
Business, 2002. 
 
Hunsberger, George R. “Missional Vocation: Called and Sent to Represent the Reign of 
God.” In Missional Church: A Vision for the Sending of the Church in North 
America. Edited by Darrell L. Guder, 77-109. Grand Rapids, MI: William B. 
Eerdmans, 1998. 
 
Jaworski, Joseph. Synchronicity: The Inner Path of Leadership. San Francisco: Berret-
Koehler, 1998. 
 
Kärkkäinen, Veli-Matti. An Introduction to Ecclesiology. Downers Grove, IL: 
InterVarsity, 2003. 
 
Kreider, Alan. The Change of Conversion and the Origin of Christendom. Eugene, OR: 
Wipf and Stock, 1999. 
 
Linthicum, Robert. Transforming Power: Biblical Strategies for Making a Difference in 
Your Community. Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2003. 
 
Lohfink, Gerhard. Jesus and Community. Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1984. 
 
Lowney, Chris. The Heroic Leader: Best Practices from a 450-Year-Old Company that 
Changed the World. Chicago: Loyola, 2003. 
 
Manskar, Steven W. Accountable Discipleship: Living in God’s Household. Nashville: 
Abingdon, 2003. 
 
__________, Diana L. Hynson, and Marjorie Hewitt Suchoki. A Perfect Love: 
Understanding John Wesley’s “A Plain Account of Christian Perfection.” 
Nashville: Discipleship Resources, 2004. 
 
Marquadt, Michael J. Optimizing the Power of Action Learning: Solving Problems and 
Building Leaders in Real Time. Boston: Davies-Black, 2009. 
 
__________, H. Skipton Leonard, Arthur M. Freedman, and Claudia C. Hill. Action 
Learning for Developing Leaders and Organizations: Principles Strategies and 
Cases. Washington, DC: American Psychological Association, 2009. 
 
McGrath, Alister E. The Christian Theology Reader. Cambridge: Blackwell, 1995. 
 
The Missional Network. “Pastor/Leader 360.” http://www.roxburghmissionalnet.com 
/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=72&Itemid=101 (accessed 
July 28, 2012). 
 
180 
Myers, Bryant L. Walking with the Poor: Principles and Practices of Transformational 
Development. Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1999. 
 
Newbigin, Lesslie. The Gospel in a Pluralist Society. Grand Rapids, MI: William B. 
Eerdmans, 1989. 
 
__________. The Open Secret. Rev. ed. Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans, 1995.  
 
Northminster Presbyterian Church. Northminster Presbyterian Church: Fiftieth 
Anniversary. Clairemont, CA: Northminster Presbyterian Church, 2004. 
 
O’Connor, Elizabeth. Journey Inward, Journey Outward. New York: Harper Collins, 
1975. 
 
__________. Servant Leaders, Servant Structures. Washington, DC: Potters House, 
1991. 
 
Osterhaus, James P., Todd A. Hahn, and Joseph M. Jurkowski. Thriving through Ministry 
Conflict: A Parable on How Resistance Can Be Your Ally. Grand Rapids, MI: 
Zondervan, 2010. 
 
Palmer, Parker J. To Know as We Are Known: Education as a Spiritual Journey. San 
Francisco: Harper San Francisco, 1993. 
 
Parks, Sharon Daloz, Leadership Can Be Taught. Boston: Harvard Business School, 
2005. 
 
Pascale, Richard T., Mark Milleman, and Linda Gioja. Surfing the Edge of Chaos. New 
York: Three Rivers, 2000. 
 
Peachtree. “Pastors.” http://www.peachtreepres.org/ChurchLeadershipPastors.aspx 
(accessed July 16, 2012). 
 
Presbyterian Church Mission Agency. “Research Services.” http://apps.pcusa.org/ 
tenyeartrends/report/6761/ worship_attendance.jsp?format=table (accessed 
November 2, 2013). 
 
__________.  “Theology.” http://www.presbyterian mission.org/ministries/101/theology/ 
(accessed October 11, 2013). 
 
Ramo, Joshua Cooper. The Age of the Unthinkable: Why the New World Order Constantly 
Surprises Us, What We Can Do about It. New York: Little, Brown and Company, 
2009. 
 
Rendle, Gil. Journey in the Wilderness. Nashville: Abingdon, 2010. 
181 
Roxburgh, Alan. “Mapping Our Location.” Missiology lecture, Fuller Theological 
Seminary, Pasadena, CA, 2013. Vimeo, http://vimeo.com/19947618 (accessed 
November 2, 2013). 
 
__________. Missional: Joining God in the Neighborhood. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 
2011. 
 
__________. The Missionary Congregation, Leadership, and Liminality. Harrisburg, PA: 
Trinity, 1997. 
 
 __________. The Sky Is Falling: Leaders Lost in Transition. Eagle, ID: ACI Publishing, 
2005. 
 
__________ and Fred Romanuk. Mission-Shaped Pastor/Leader Feedback Results: 
Prepared Exclusively for Markus Watson October 2008. Vancouver, BC: Allelon, 
2008. 
 
__________ The Missional Leader: Equipping Your Church to Reach a Changing World. 
San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2006. 
 
Roxburgh, Alan and M. Scott Boren, Introducing the Missional Church. Grand Rapids, 
MI: Baker, 2009. 
 
__________ and Mark Lau Branson. “OD791: Socio-Cultural Context and Leadership.” 
Lecture, Fuller Theological Seminary, Pasadena, CA, January 2008. 
 
Rusten, S. with E. Michael. The Complete Book of When and Where in the Bible and 
throughout History. Wheaton, IL: Tyndale House Publishers, Inc., 2005. 
 
San Diego Source: Daily Transcript. “Clairemont Mesa. http://www.sddt.com/Community/ 
cityinfo_visitor.cfm?Com_ID=11&Cat_ID=5 (accessed July 28, 2012). 
 
San Diego Unified School District. http://old.sandi.net/depts/programmonitoring/ssc.html 
(accessed October 7, 2013). 
 
Schreiter, Robert J. Constructing Local Theologies. Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1985. 
 
Sedmak, Clemens. Doing Local Theology: A Guide for Artisans of a New Humanity. 
Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2002. 
 
Senge, Peter, C., Otto Scharmer, Joseph Jaworski, and Betty Sue Flowers. Presence: An 
Exploration of Profound Change in People, Organizations, and Society. New 
York: Doubleday, 2005. 
 
Sennet, Richard. The Conscience of the Eye. New York: W.W. Norton and Company, 1990. 
182 
Smith-Williams, Ida. Northminster PC 1983-2010. Louisville: PCUSA, 1983-2010. 
 
Smylie, James H. A Brief History of the Presbyterians. Louisville: Geneva Press, 1996. 
 
Taleb, Nassim Nicholas. The Black Swan: The Impact of the Highly Improbable. New 
York: Random House, 2007. 
 
Toulmin, Stephen. Cosmopolis: The Hidden Agenda of Modernity. Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 1992. 
 
Van Gelder, Craig. The Ministry of the Missional Church. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2007. 
 
__________, ed. The Missional Church in Context. Grand Rapids, MI: William B. 
Eerdmans, 2007. 
 
Walsh, Brian and Sylvia C. Keesmaat. Colossians Remixed: Subverting the Empire. 
Downers Grove, IL: IVP, 2004. 
 
Watson, David Lowes. Class Leaders: Recovering a Tradition. Eugene, OR: Wipf and 
Stock, 2002. 
 
__________. Covenant Discipleship: Christian Formation through Mutual Accountability. 
Eugene: Wipf and Stock, 2002. 
 
__________. The Early Methodist Class Meeting: Its Origins and Significance. Eugene, 
OR: Wipf and Stock, 2002. 
 
__________. Forming Christian Disciples: The Role of Covenant Discipleship and Class 
Leaders in the Congregation. Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock, 2002. 
 
Weiss, Robert. Learning from Strangers: The Art and Method of Qualitative Interview 
Studies. New York: Free Press, 1995. 
 
Wheatley, Margaret. Leadership and the New Science. San Francisco: Berrett-Koehler, 1999. 
 
Williams, Rowan. Mission-Shaped Church London: Church House Publishers, 2007. 
 
Wright, T. Paul for Everyone: Romans Part 1—Chapters 1-8. London: Society for 
Promoting Christian Knowledge, 2004. 
 
Yoder, John Howard, Body Politics: Five Practices of the Christian Community before 
the Watching World. Scottdale, PA: Herald, 2001. 
 
__________. For the Nations. Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans, 1997. 
 
